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ABSTRACT

Author: Tosun, Tulin E. PhD
Institution: Purdue University
Degree Received: May 2018
Title: Haremization of Desdemona: A Comparative Study of Shakespeare’s Othello in the
Ottoman Context
Committee Chair: Charles Ross
My dissertation takes a comparative approach by setting Shakespeare’s Othello within
the context of Ottoman history and the Ottoman harem to represent current Middle Eastern
trends in the field of Comparative Literature. I argue that Othello paints a portrait of stereotypical
Muslim characteristics drawn from the travel narratives of Richard Hakluyt, Richard Knolles,
and Paul Rycaut. I use these travel narratives to identify cross-cultural relationships,
comparisons, interactions, and psychology.
In my final chapter, I argue that from a certain perspective, Othello is a Turk because
Shakespeare turns the citadel in Cyprus into a harem. The word harem, stemming from the
Arabic root h-r-m, does, in fact, mean “sacred” or “forbidden” (Sancar 44). Unlike Christian
women, Muslim and non-Muslim women were supposed to live in harem. The citadel in Cyprus
becomes, in effect, Othello’s harem for Desdemona. In medieval epics, as we shall see, Muslim
women are represented contradictorily. They are expected to be submissive yet they are often
represented as uncontrollable trouble makers. The ideal woman is the one who does not interfere
in men’s space and who is not involved with any manly activities. She is the one who knows
where to stand and protect her private sphere. In Othello, this contradiction centers on the Cyprus
citadel. My thesis is that Desdemona’s activities on behalf of Cassio contradict Othello’s mental
image of the haremlik, where a husband lives with his wife (and children). By focusing on
geographical regions and highlighting Othello’s Turkishness and Desdemona’s haremlik life in
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the citadel of Cyprus, my dissertation opens up a dialogue across national, religious, and gender
boundaries.
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CHAPTER 1.

INTRODUCTION

Travelling has always been a keen interest of mine. It is not merely a personal interest;
reading travel blogs and journals, as well as following world travelers on social media, has long
been a passion for me. Learning about the places that I have never been, reading about people’s
experiences, and learning from their stories have always added excitement and adventure to my
life. I always try to perceive and receive geographies, cities, places, and the people of the
geographies from travelers’ perspectives, and I always ask myself these two questions: how do
they feel when they meet the people of the area, and what are their perceptions about the people
and geography? I always find myself commenting on these two questions. On social media we
only see their pictures because, first, we do not have access to their feelings, and second, most
probably there are things that they like and they do not like about the places they see and people
they meet. I still consider myself lucky because I can at least access these accounts and see
pictures or read travel blogs that were updated as recently as five minutes ago.
On the other hand, because reading travelogue has been my passion throughout my whole
education, I always find asking myself: How did people get to know about other countries, other
nationalities, other continents? What were the so called social-media substitutes back then?
Because they could not take pictures, right? So there was only one option left, which was writing
about their experiences and passing them on to future generations.
Being a Turkish national myself, my curiosity about travel narratives has been at stake
since I started my school life. Reading about Turkish history, Ottoman history, Ottoman women,
their sparkling and glorious lives in Ottoman palaces, and Turkish men and the battles they won
and lost only nurtured and deepened my curiosity. I found myself searching for pictures and
portrayals of harem, women in harem, and how especially Turks—both men and women—are
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received, portrayed, and perceived in world history. All the valuable discussions that I have had
with my adviser, Professor Charles Ross, and all the travelogues and travel narratives that I have
read combined with my love and obsession for Shakespeare and resulted in my research agenda.
As I wanted to know more about the reception, perception, and portrayal of Turks—Turkish men
in general and Turkish women in particular—I ended up reading and researching more European
travelers’ accounts about Ottoman society. I specifically wanted to learn what Shakespeare might
have thought about it, how he perceived and portrayed Turkish men and women. Then I found
myself having follow-up questions such as: Did Shakespeare portray them in his writings? If so,
how did he portray them? Might he have read travel narratives of his time? Did he ever use
Turkish men and women to create any of his plays or characters? The more I was thinking, the
more I wanted to learn. Considering my love and obsession for Shakespeare, I also wanted to
know how Turkish society, including Turkish men and women, was portrayed a century ago. I
wanted to know how Turkish society was received and perceived in medieval texts. Was it
different than on Renaissance and Elizabethan stages?
With all these questions in mind, I started doing my research and came up with my
dissertation argument. In this dissertation, I argue that Shakespeare could have picked up his
information and understanding of Turkey and the culture of Islam by reading travel writers such
as Richard Hakluyt, Richard Knolles, and Thomas Dallam, who fed the public interest by
describing characteristics of the Turks. These depictions of Turkish people, including Turkish
woman, involved certain stereotypes (cruel Turks, bloodthirsty people, and submissive women)
that proved useful to Shakespeare’s depiction of both Desdemona’s and Othello’s behavior and
their lives in the citadel in Cyprus, a place that has never been studied carefully for its cultural
context. Scholars have not discussed the importance of Cyprus in understanding Desdemona and
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Othello’s characteristics. In the scholarship it is a general assumption that Desdemona is a
Venetian woman and Othello is a black Moor. However, Shakespeare’s depiction of both
Desdemona and Othello is more than an issue of a marriage between a white woman and a black
man. When we look at the scholarship about Othello, it is basically about what it means to be a
Moor. In addition, the scholarship questions what it means to get married to a Moor as a
Venetian woman. The scholarship also interprets Desdemona as a white Venetian woman who
marries Othello and dies in the end because she is against social hierarchy and structures. Some
feminist scholars interpret Othello as a male character leading Desdemona and putting her at the
periphery. Feminist scholars claim that Shakespeare aims to show male superiority over women.
Both Desdemona and Othello are generally interpreted through the lenses of social structures and
gender differences.
The scholarly literature, then, is mainly about Othello’s blackness rather than his
otherness. In previous scholarship, Othello’s blackness in the play is a sign of both depravity and
misunderstanding, as it is for Aaron in Titus Adronicus, but it is further complicated by its
modern setting. Aaron’s evil is part of the depraved Roman world of Shakespeare’s earlier play.
But Othello, I will argue, has characteristics that associate him with contemporary Mediterranean
figures. In Othello: A Guide to the Play, Joan Lord Hall suggests that Richard Knolles’s might
have influenced Shakespeare both in terms of the Venetian-Turk wars and the Turkish social
structure (22). 1

1

In Othello: A Guide to the Play, Joan Lord Hall says that Othello was “performed right after the publication of
Knolles’s The Generall Historie of the Turkes” (12), so I claim Shakespeare might have been affected by Knolles’s
book. Hall also claims that “Othoman, the founder of the Turkish dynasty, discussed by Knolles, may have influenced
the name of Shakespeare’s hero, Othello” (22). I also want to note that R. M. Christofides’ book Othello’s Secret: The
Cyprus Problem (New York: Bloomsbury Arden Shakespeare, 2016) is an important source. However, it came too late
to be included in my dissertation.

4
But the most important possible contribution of Knolles was his description of Turkish
customs and Turkish society. There Shakespeare could have picked up the stories of increasing
confinement and submissiveness, the elements that I will argue give Othello a tinge of
Turkishness. For example, especially in the context of the Cyprus citadel, Shakespeare’s
depiction of malignant and bad-tempered Othello leads Desdemona to be a submissive Muslim
woman. By representing Othello as something of a Turk and the citadel in Cyprus as a harem,
Shakespeare draws from a typical representation of a Muslim woman in his representation of
Desdemona’s relationship with Othello. If we examine her locations in different scenes in the
play, we can see that she is trapped in the citadel, and that both she and Othello change their
personalities after they leave Venice.
Before I explain Othello and Desdemona’s haremlik life in the citadel in Cyprus in my
last chapter, I want to explain how travelers described their first-hand experiences in Ottoman
society in particular. These travel narratives might be the source of Shakespeare’s information
about Ottoman culture and harem life.
My introductory first chapter presents the purpose of this study, my research questions
and the rationale of my study.
My second chapter introduces travel narratives and how these narratives and accounts
contributed to the understanding of people. I use travel narratives that describe encounters with
Orientals—specifically with Turkish men and women in Mediterranean. I explain that travelers
such as Richard Hakluyt, Richard Knoelles, and Paul Rycaut and their experiences contributed to
the negative perception of Turkish men and women in Europe and English political agenda. I
explain how travel narratives improved the reception of Turkish identity in both medieval and
sixteenth century political discourse and agenda.
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My third chapter analyzes medieval texts and the representation of Muslim men and
women in those texts. I explain how medieval Christianity received the image of Turks and
turned it into literary productions. By analyzing The Poem of the Cid, The Song of Roland, The
Sultan of Babylon, and Orlando Innamorato, I claim that the depiction of Muslim women as
uncontrollable, seductive, infidel, outspoken, and defeminized is different than the depiction of
Christian women, who are shown as chaste, obedient, and feminine. I use Edward Said’s theories
from Orientalism to explain concepts such as self and other.
My fourth chapter focuses on Renaissance representations of both Muslim and Christian
women by comparing them to each other. I claim that Renaissance depictions of the Muslim
woman are not different than her medieval depictions. However, she is identified with dual,
opposing characteristics: she is both uncontrollable and controllable, both feminized and
defeminized. I analyze Christopher Marlowe’s Dido, Queen of Cartage and Tamburlaine I-II,
Robert Daborne’s A Christian Turned Turk, and Phillip Massinger’s The Renegado to show the
portrayal of Muslim princesses and Turkish women in Elizabethan texts.
In chapter five, I analyze William Shakespeare’s Othello by comparing the play and its
characters to Ottoman culture and the harem context. I use Stephen Greenblatt’s theory of selffashioning and Ottoman harem context to support my argument. I argue that Shakespeare also
might have used and read the travel narratives of Richard Knolles, such as The Generall Historie
of the Turkes, or some similar source of information in order to represent Desdemona and
Othello as Turkish figures. I claim that Shakespeare could have picked up details about social
structures and customs from Knolles’s book. He could also have picked up the stories of
increasing confinement and submissiveness in Knolles’s stories. Shakespeare is constructing a
reality out of these materials. He uses intertextuality to frame his own tragedy. Shakespeare also
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takes an Orientalist stand regarding Turks. His depiction of the malignant and bad-tempered
Othello leads Desdemona to be a submissive Muslim woman. By representing Othello as a “Turn
Turk” and the citadel in Cyprus as a harem, I argue in this chapter that Shakespeare draws a
typical representation of Muslim women in his representation of Desdemona. Additionally, I aim
to show that Othello and Desdemona change personalities when they change places—when they
leave Venice and go to Cyprus. I claim that places have influence on their personalities, and once
they move from Venice to Cyprus, Desdemona becomes more silent and Othello turns Turk. At
the end of this chapter, there are illustrations showing the inside and outside of a harem with
some portraits of Turkish women to get a better understanding of Desdemona’s life in harem.
My dissertation contributes to the field of comparative literature and literary studies by
approaching Shakespeare’s Othello from a Turkish perspective and putting the play in the
context of the Ottoman harem. By analyzing Othello in this context and that of Ottoman history,
I challenge the identity interpretations of Othello as Moor and black man and Desdemona as a
white Venetian woman. My dissertation provides a missing piece in Shakespearean and literary
studies by claiming Turkish identities for Othello and Desdemona, and it opens up a dialogue
across national, religious, and gender boundaries.
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CHAPTER 2.

TRAVEL NARRATIVES, ORIENTALISM, AND
CONSTRUCTION OF “THE OTHER”

The European view of the “other,” like the European view of the “self,” has since classical times
revolved around an ever-changing historical set of circumstances. . . . By the eleventh century,
when Western writers were finally beginning to form a notion of what it meant to be European,
they found themselves confronted by a powerful and threatening Islam, which they by and large
were neither able nor willing to understand. To be sure, there were other important elements
that went into the construction of the Western identity: Europe was also the product of internal
colonization and cultural assimilation. Yet, the encounter with the Muslim “other” was
elemental to the shaping of the Western worldview. This was especially true during those
centuries that begin with the Crusades and ended with the dismemberment of the Ottomans.
— Frasetto and Blanks 2

2.1

Understanding Said’s Orientalism
Throughout the centuries, cultures have always been in need of other cultures to define

and create their identities, and English society is one of the many examples of such a situation.
Throughout history, primary connections with other cultures helped to delineate English identity.
In this process, English identity has been contrasted to Muslims, Turks, Moors, Jews, and so on
to underline the differences between what is English and what is not English.
Understanding other cultures and defining them has always been an interest throughout
the centuries. Political and social discourses, combined with the religious and cultural ambiance

2

Frasetto, M. and D.R. Blanks, Eds. Western Views of Islam in Medieval and Early Modern Europe: Perception of
Other. New York: St. Martin’s P, 1999. Pg. 1.
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of the eras, have contributed to the perception and representation of many cultures from different
perspectives. The West/East dichotomy is an inevitable result of these political, social, religious,
and cultural interactions and encounters. Defining one’s culture in contrast to another culture,
according to Edward Said, creates a hegemony which positions West as superior and East as
inferior.
The term Orientalism was first introduced by Edward Said in the late 1970s and has been
under debate for the many years since. This important concept is the theoretical basis for my
explanations later on in this chapter of travelers’ perceptions and concepts such as self and other.
The dichotomy between self and other, East and West, and Turk and Christian are highlighted
sharply in the accounts of these travelers. So, what is Orientalism and why is it important?
Orientalism is how the West perceives the East. According to Said:
Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological and epistemological
distinction made between “the Orient” and (most of the time) “the Occident.” Thus a
very large mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political
theorists, economists, and imperial administrators, have accepted the basic
distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborate theories, epics,
novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, its people,
customs, “mind,” destiny, and so on. (2-3)
As Said suggests, Orientalism is the outcome of Western knowledge and experience; in
other words, Orientalism is how the West experiences and perceives the East. How does the East
practice their religion? How are they different in terms of life standards and social norms? What
makes Eastern culture so different than European culture? Some revealing answers to these
questions can be found in travelers’ accounts from the sixteenth century. These accounts and
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first-hand experiences delineated a “European self-image” (Said 35). Said’s primary discussion
in Orientalism involves the outcomes of observing, imagining, and having personal interaction
with other cultures. By interacting with and observing the East, the West creates a self-image and
sees itself as superior to the East. Furthermore, Western perception of the East was shaped by the
religious and political discourse of the time.
Asli Cirakman claims that “For Said, when people write, read and learn about Eastern
societies, it is inevitable to have shared memory on imagined Orient 3 / the other” (10). The more
people traveled, the more they had a perception of Eastern societies and its culture and tradition.
Inevitably, people who traveled across the Mediterranean created a stereotypical image of the
East in general and Muslims in particular. Cirakman explains this perception further by saying
that “texts about the Muslims and Turks create the reality,” and that is why it became a discourse
(11). 4
Orientalism is “a systematic knowledge,” and it is not considered independently from our
thoughts (Cirakman 12). Knowledge and information are delivered and received through
Western lenses and perceptions. According to Asli Cirakman, the West is always very
“consistent and coherent” about their perceptions about Turks and Muslims. Thus, Said’s
discourse implies Western superiority, Eastern interiority, and Western hegemony.
The aforementioned description of Said’s Orientalist discourse is clearly seen in travel
narratives, which are very descriptive and informative about Eastern societies in general and
Turkish society in particular. The next part of this chapter explains these Orientalist travelogues
to show the dichotomy between images of the European self and the Turkish other.

3

Asli Cirakman says that Orient can refer to “Asia, North Africa, Middle East, Turkey, Persia, Egypt, and Syria”
(13).
4
According to Sancar, this discourse is created and understood through a text (11).
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2.2

Travel Accounts
With the advent of the age of exploration, trade, commerce, and travel became

increasingly important in the Mediterranean world. Exploring new avenues for trade was the core
purpose of travelling. People from different continents and countries started to travel to make
money, sell their goods, and trade. The more people travelled, the more they got to know about
different religions, different traditions and customs, different trade routes, and different social
norms. Asli Cirakman says that “Travelers’ intention and purposes were different. Travelers
could be a physician, a botanist, an ambassador, a soldier and a slave in captivity, a consul
residing in Turkey, a spy, a merchant, a corsair, a geographer and many more” (40). Whoever the
traveler was, there was always curiosity about the cultures and societies visited. For the travelers,
personal experiences were really important, as these experiences shaped their perceptions. On
top of all these, when people travelled, they got to know more about people of the region. As
discussion among people was the primary way to share information, the more travelers met new
people, the more their perceptions changed. Muslims, Jews, Moors, Christians, Europeans,
Turks, Mongols, Indians, Arabs, Africans, and Middle Easterners all interacted with each other,
traded with each other, sold goods to each other, and bought silk, gold, silver, and other goods
from each other. When travelers went to Istanbul, their enthusiasm combined with their personal
experiences. Cirakman says that “Traveler’s personal experiences varied a lot,” as much as their
reasons for traveling (41). Cirakman goes on to explain that
Some of these experiences would tell stories about the intrigues in the harem and the
women of the Sultan communicate with their lovers, while another would be
particularly interested in Turkish cruelty and provide vivid details about the
punishments and executions carried out in the streets of Constantinople. There were
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also various sorts of adventures who wrote about their victories and exploits or their
captivity and escape. (41)
The descriptions of Turkish society and social norms were highly descriptive and
detailed, and included information about Turks’ public and private life, such as their households,
table settings, eating habits, funerals, slave markets, festivals, births, Turkish baths, female
gatherings, harems, etc. 5 For example, Thomas Dallam visited Constantinople for political
purposes. He brought a gift to the Sultan from Queen Elizabeth. The gift was an organ that
Dallam had made, and he played it in front of the Sultan. The Ottoman Sultan was so impressed
by Dallam’s performance that he offered him a “lifetime residence in Constantinople” (Cirakman
41). Dallam describes his first-hand experience with the Ottoman Sultan and social norms this
way: “Then they toulde me that yf I would staye the grand Signor would give two wyfes, ether
two of his Concubines or els two virgins of the beste I could chuse my selfe.” 6 Dallam’s
experience describes the social life and harem life in the Ottoman seraglio.
During the sixteenth century, the Ottoman Empire dominated the trade routes to Asia and
Africa, and being in the Mediterranean, Constantinople received a lot of travelers. Like Thomas
Dallam, many travelers identified Turks, and the Orient, with romance, backwardness, exoticism,
and barbarism, whereas they identify the West with reason, progress, and education. Specifically,
it became very important to write and publish about the Turks. There were many printed
journals, letters, diaries, and personal travel accounts portraying Turks and their social and
cultural structures from this era. Lord Arfeuile wrote,

5

The words Muslim and Turks were used interchangeably during the century (Sancar 44).
“The Diary of Master Thomas Dallam,” Early Voyages and Travels in the Levant, ed. Theodore Bent. London:
Hakluyt Society, 1893. Pg.73.
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the perfect praise of wisdom and learning is not to be sought in the bookes but to be
gotten by verie use and practice . . . they therefore that by continuall studie, and
incessaunt reading to usurpe and challenge to themselves the title of knowledge , are
not alone to be judges wise but they rather much more are to be esteemed such, who
setting apart al other their priuate businesses affaires (though to them very
aduantageable) are conuersant in this worlde as in a Theatre of men’s life , and by
due triall are taught the diversities of countries, the differences of people’s manners,
the examples of life and manifold thinges besides, which Trauellers doe comprehend
with their eie and compasse by their witt. 7 (qtd. in Cirakman 42)
Lord Arfeuile highlights the importance of traveling, since for him practice is the best
resource. Getting information through traveling was seen as a new source of information in the
sixteenth century. As Cirakman puts it, “Learning through ‘superficial reading’ is contrasted with
an ‘industrious experience’ that is attained by means of travel” (42). Travelling is important as
one can obtain more resourceful information by first hand-experience and “the motive of
travelling was an individual one.” 8 Cirakman also noted that some of the travelers were sent to
Eastern lands by their king or queen and some were volunteers eager to learn about Turkish
society. 9 Daniel Vitkus discusses travelling, its practices, and trade relationships in his article
“The Common Market of the World”:
During the first half of the sixteenth century, much of England’s overseas trade was
carried back and forth by foreign merchants. This reliance on foreigners was in part
the consequence of domestic problems. Political and religious turmoil, following in

7

Nicolas, Nicolay. The Navigations, Peregrinations and Voyages Made into Turkie. Trans. T. Washington. London:
1585, STC:18574. p.1.
8
Ibid., 43.
9
Ibid., 43.
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the wake of the Henrician reformation, limited economic expansion. For more than a
century, Italian merchants (from Florence to Genoa, then Venice) dominated the
import-export trade that linked English economy to Mediterranean markets. With the
foundation of Levant Company during the second half of the sixteenth century, and
by the early seventeenth century, English merchant vessels were transporting woven
cloth, tin, lead, rabbit skins to the ports throughout the Mediterranean, and returning
with currants and wine from the Greek, islands, cotton and carpet from Turkey, raw
silk from Persia, and drugs and spices from East Indies. (20)
These interactions between different people, cultures, and religions helped people
identify their own entities as a people. Many started to see the differences between their own
cultures, religions, and people and those who did not share their cultural background and
experiences. As a result of these differences, divisions were created. The process of separating
one’s culture from another utilized a broad vocabulary, including descriptions of divisions
between people, religions, and societies; women and men; Muslim and Christian; Jew and
Christian; Jew and Muslim; European and African, East and West, and us and them. These
dichotomies underlined and highlighted the concepts of foreign vs. us and self vs. the other.
Richard Knolles’ Generalle Historie of the Turkes is the most important among the travel
narratives that helped people create a sense of what is Christian and non-Christian, as well as
what is English and what is not. Nabil Matar says that “until the publication of Knolles’ book,
there was not a single original account written about Islam by an English writer” (2). In the
preface to the 1603 folio, Knolles wrote:
[the Ottoman Empire,] drunk with the pleasant wine of perpetuall felicitie, holdeth
all the rest of the world in scorne, thundering out nothing but still bloud and warre,
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with a full persuasion in time to rule ouer all, preferring unto it selfe no other limits
than Vuttermost bounds of the earth, from the rising of the Sunne unto the going
downe of the same. (5)
From this description, one can say that Knolles sees Turks as a threat to Christianity. In
his book he referred Turks as “the present Terror of the world” (1). As stated by Robert Boerth in
his article “The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World on the Stage of Marlowe and
Shakespeare,” the sixteenth century was a period when England was trying to define its national
identity and Europe was trying to establish its place within a changing geographical and cultural
region (35). The sixteenth century was also an era when the Ottoman Empire was on the world
stage. Following the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries, the Ottoman Empire broadened its
borders and dominated three continents. In The Ottoman Empire, 1700-1922, Donald Quataert
highlights that by the seventeenth century, Ottomans managed to control southeastern Europe,
the Middle East, and North Africa (3). Thus, Ottomans had the broadest lands among the
countries of the Islamic world.
Daniel Vitkus proposes that throughout the sixteenth century, as English, Portuguese,
Spanish, and Dutch ships sailed to the New World to discover and conquer remote lands, the
Ottoman Turks were busy colonizing Europe (78). In this respect, according to Vitkus, Europe
was not only a colonizer but was also colonized by the Turks, and Europe was thus threatened by
the power of Turks (78). Additionally, Turks were not just a threat to Europe with their extreme
power; they were also regarded as a threat to Christendom. Vitkus argues that during the
centuries between the Crusades and Napoleon’s conquest of Egypt in 1798, the Turks were
already successful in possessing large parts of the West (19). English people especially felt the
threat of the Turks in a broader sense.
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Nabil Matar explains that towards the end of the sixteenth century and beginning of the
seventeenth century, it was very widespread for Englishmen to travel to the Mediterranean or to
trade there (5). The experiences described by travelers mainly concerned the social and daily life
of Turks. When trading started between the Mediterranean world and England, slavery began to
be a problem. English people, without any discrimination by gender or age, were captured and
enslaved by Turkish pirates who dominated the Mediterranean and the northeastern Atlantic. As
Nabil Matar puts it in Turks, Moors and Englishmen in the Age of Discovery, the diaries or
letters of Britons who worked for Turks or lived among them as captives and slaves helped to
create an intense fear of Turks (44). Turks’ alleged merciless behavior towards these slaves and
captives has an important role in the labelling of Turks as merciless, fearful, barbarian, and
bloody.
Following Nabil Matar, in “Elizabethan Documents, Captivity Narratives, and the market
for Foreign History Plays,” Roslyn Knutson also justifies this view by stating that European
sailors and merchants who were kept as slaves helped to create an image of merciless Turks
during the period of 1580-1615 while sailing to the Mediterranean in ships with names like Sara
and Joan (76-77). As Edward Said argues in Orientalism, the hatred of the Turk was a prominent
value in sixteenth-century Europe: “Until the end of the seventeenth century, the ‘Ottoman peril’
lurked alongside Europe to represent for the whole of Christian civilization a constant danger,
and in time European civilization incorporated that peril and its lore, its great events, figures,
virtues, and vices, as something woven into the fabric of life” (59-69). All these negative
accounts of Turks were created by travelers and sailors and told and retold over the centuries.
Travel narratives written by travelers, sailors, and slaves created a negative image of
Turks which remained prominent for centuries. Suheyla Artemel points out that in these
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travelogues, Ottoman society was believed to be established on tyranny and dread rather than the
values of civilized society, as it had no respect for laws (90). As a result, the hierarchy and
anatomy of Turkish society received much attention in both Medieval and Elizabethan texts. As
a result of their expansionist policies, Turks came to be regarded as the “enemy at the gate” or
“fearful Turks,” and medieval writers and European playwrights were quick to carry these
images into their texts and on the stage. All these Turkish threats promulgated by travelers as
first-hand experiences aided English writers of the period in generating “demonizing
representations of the Turk” (Vitkus 78). Daniel Vitkus makes it clear that the demonizing
imagery of Turks is not the result of a cultural preeminence of Turks but is instead a result of
Englishmen’s phobia of being defeated, captured, enslaved, and converted (78). Knolles
complained about the Turkish armies in British territories:
The Pyrats and Renegadoes of Algier, Tunes, and Sally (whose actions the grand
Signior protechtheth, though not their perso, leaving them in that point of safety to
themselves has distasted [sic] the Christians of late very much, especially our
English, by committing divers outrages on the Western coasts of England, as also on
the South West and West of Ireland, where they adventured, to make some inroads,
and have carried away much cattle and people for slaves, burning diverse Villages. 10
(30)
Travelers’ accounts about Turks and foreign people grabbed English people’s attention
easily, especially by “tall tales of monstrous creatures, heathen customs, sexual orgies, and
cannibalism” (Vaughan 52). Even so, travel narratives and books made English people more

10

Lowenthal states that “indeed in the 1620s and 1630s, British men and women were held captive in Ottoman
territories—approximately 3,000 British captives were held in Algiers—while the Turks continued to attack British
ships in British waters” (15).
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familiar with the Turkish people, religion, and culture. Not all travel narratives described Turks
as savage and a terror to the world. Unlike Knolles, Paul Rycaut represents a different image of
the Turks in his Present State of the Ottoman Empire, which was written almost 50 years after
Knolles. His description of Turks is both “more barbarous and less savage” then previous and
earlier descriptions of Turks (Lowenthal 12):
This Present . . . may be termed barbarous, as all things are, which are differenced
from us by diversity of Manner and Custom, and are not dressed in the mode and
fashion of our times and Countries; for we contract prejudice from ignorance and
want of familiarity. . . . [The Turks, as] men of the same composition with us, cannot
be savage and rude as they are generally described. (qtd. in Lowenthal 12)
English people had already become familiar with these portrayals of Turkish people,
Islam, and the Ottoman Empire, which all together “formed an ever-present and fascinating or
terrifying spectacle” (Heywood 33). In her book Performing Identities on the Restoration Stage,
Lowenthal points readers’ attention to Daniel Defoe’s description of Turks. According to
Lowenthal, Defoe was always a supporter of trade and the benefits of trade. However, he
complains that like Romans the Turks were “no friend to Trade” (qtd. in Lowenthal 15). Defoe’s
description of Turks might be the result of Turkish settlement on British land and the travel
narratives that he may have read:
The Turks have very little inclination to Trade, they have no Gust to it, no Taste of it,
or of the Advantages of it; and being a rapacious, cruel, violent, and tyrannic People,
void of all industry or application, neglecting all culture and improvement, it made
them Thieves and Robbers, . . . they fell to roving upon the Sea; they built Ships, or
rather, took Ships from others, and ravag’d the Coasts, landing in the Night,
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surprising and carrying away the poor Country People out of their Beds into Slavery.
(qtd. in Lowenthal 15)
Following Defoe’s description of Turks, in this part of the chapter, I would like to give
some travel accounts from Richard Hakluyt’s Principal Navigations of captives describing
Turkish people. I use Daniel Vitkus’ selection of travel narratives from Richard Hakluyt’s books.
These travel and captive accounts will help to get a better understanding of the Turks in the
Mediterranean. One of the captives was John Fox, or as he is known, “The Worthy Enterprise of
John Fox,” who was enslaved in Egypt. In 1517, Egypt became an Ottoman territory. When
Turkish pirates captured Fox’s ship, they only kept the masters and sent the rest, including Fox
himself, to Egypt or Istanbul. In his 1589 account (below), John Fox explains his days on a
Turkish ship after his enslavement. In his travel narrative, Fox focuses on the way Turks
worship:
With such other like encouragements, exhorting them to behave themselves
manually, they fell all on their knees, making their prayers briefly unto God; who
being all risen up again, perceived their enemies by their signs and defiances bent to
spoil, whose mercy was nothing else but cruelty; where upon every man took him to
his weapon. Then stood up on Grove, the master, being a comely man, with his
sword and target, holding them up in defiance against his enemies - John Fox, 1589.
(qtd. in Vitkus 57)
The second account is from William Oakley, who was captured by Turkish pirates in
1639. He was working as a crew member on a ship when Turks captured and enslaved him.
Nabil Matar notes that “Oakley’s narratives include frequent diatribes agents Islam and Turks
and Algiers, much of which is derived from an anti-Islamic polemic.” In 1676, Oakley wrote:
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The first adventure I met after I was brought to my patron’s house had well nigh cost
my life. My patron’s father, being desirous to see his son’s pennyworth, commanded
me up into a gallery which looked into the court. He began to insult over me with
insupportable scorn, reflecting upon me because I was a Christina, and cast out some
expressions which did really reflect upon the person of my Redeemer. My neck was
not yet bowed nor my heart broken to the yoke of bondage. . . . The way of
punishment by the batoon, or cudgel, is this: they have a strong staff, about six foot
long, in the middle whereof are bored two holes. Into these holes a cord is put, end
the ends of the cord fastened on the one side the staff with knots so that it makes a
loop on the other side, into this loop at the cord both the feet of the person
condemned to his punishment are put. Then, two lusty fellows, one at each end of the
staff, lifts it up in their arms, and twisting the staff about till his feet are fast pinched
with the cord by the ankles, they raise up his feet with the soles upwards, well nigh
as high as the shoulders, and in this posture they hold them, the poor man the mean
while resting only with his neck and shoulders on the ground. (qtd. in Vitkus165)
Oakley’s experiences and records on the Turkish punishment system support the shared idea of
Turkish fear. Representations of Turks as brutal, fearful, bloodthirsty infidels are results of these
travel narratives. Thomas Phelps is another captive whose letters and journals give information
about Turks. In his 1685 preface to True Account, he wrote:
Since my escape from captivity and worse than Egyptian bondage, I have, methinks,
enjoyed a happiness with which my former life was never acquainted. Now that,
after a storm and a terrible tempest, I have by miracle put into a safe and quiet
harbor, after a most miserable slavery to the most unreasonable and barbarous of
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men; now that I enjoy the immunities and freedom of my native country and the
privilege of a subjects of England; although my circumstances are otherwise but
indifferent, yet I am affected with extraordinary emotions and singular transports of
joy. Now, I know what liberty is and can put a value make a just estimate of that
happiness here below in only relative and has a value only put upon it by
comparison . . . liberty and freedom are the happiness only valuable by a reflection
on captivity and slavery. (qtd. in Vitkus196)
Highlighting the importance of freedom and liberty, Thomas Phelps like many other
captives focuses on what it means to be a captive under Turkish masters. Joseph Pitts is another
captive who was enslaved both in Algiers and Mecca between 1678 and 1694. Nabil Matar says
that his narrative is “more than just a captivity narrative. Its primary function is to provide
firsthand, ethnographic reportage about Islamic culture, religion, and customs” (218). In his book
True and Faithful Account of the Religion and Manners of Mohamemtan, written in 1704 after
his many years in captivity, Joseph Pitts recounted his experiences with Turks:
As I intimated before, they are wondrously valiant against a weak enemy and
vigorous in their chase after small vessels, and so careful are they that nothing may
hinder their speed that they will scarce suffer any person in the ship to stir, but all
must sit stock still unless necessity otherwise required. . . . It may not be altogether
frivolous or unacceptable to give you a very brief account of the Turks’ manner of
eating. Their low around table being placed not above three or four inches above the
floor, they all sit down cross-legged, as tailors do when they are at work on their
shopboard, and they have a napkin that reaches all around to wipe with. The victuals
being put on the table, everyone says his grace (more to my knowledge than
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thousands of Christians do), and this is “Be, isme olloh,” i.e., “in the name of God.”
The meat is always seasoned before it comes to the table so that they make use of no
salt at the table. Neither are knives or forks of any use at the table because the flesh
which they boil is always cut into pieces while raw and after that they parboil it and
then take it out with the liquor. (qtd. in Vitkus 234-235)
Joseph Pitts’ description of Turkish life and Islam contributed to how they were
understood in the Western Imagination. In her book From the “Terror of the World” to the “Sick
Man of Europe”: European Images of Ottoman Empire and Society from the Sixteenth Century
to the Nineteenth, Asli Cirakman notes that “First-hand encounters present a variety of
paradoxical images of East. They reveal curiosity, admiration, sympathy, and anxiety as well as
hate towards East” (15).
There are travel accounts describing the characteristics of Turks as well as describing
their social and cultural depictions. Sir Henry Blount is one of many travelers to have described
Turks. Blount’s description of Turks is important because he sees Turks “as the only modern
people able to fix their Empire on firm foundations. He sees them as ‘great in action’ though the
‘Turkish way’ for him is ‘absolutely barbarous, or as he says it is rather another kind of civility”
(Cirakman 46). Blount portrays Turks as “friendly, generous, honest, and loving, and Turks are
far from breaking their premises” (Cirakman 46). Of course, there were unfriendly portrayals of
Turks as well as friendly representations, because Turks were considered the terror of the world
as they were the dominant power in the sixteenth century. The negative portrayals of Turks span
back to the medieval ages and crusades, where they were considered as infidels and barbarians.
Antoine Geuffrey, like Richard Knolles, is among those travelers who represent Turks very
negatively. Geuffrey described Turks as “heavy, gross, sluggish, ugly, ignorant people” (qtd. in
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Cirakman 46). 11 Jean Chardin, the seventeenth century traveler, described Turks as “dull and
thick-skull’d and ready to believe any fairy story” (Cirakman 47). William Lithgow described
Turks as a people who are “avaricious and covetous of money above all the nations of the world.
They never observe their promises, unless it be with advantage and are naturally prone to deceive
strangers, changing their conditional bargains, as time giveth occasion to their liking” (166). The
negative image of Turks helped Western societies create a shared image of Turks: that Turks
were warriors who were very fierce and strict, had no mercy, and displayed a “rough and wild
nature” (Cirakman 48). These characteristics of Turks make them fearless and to be feared.
Thomas Smith’s observation of Turks is also a negative one; he says they are “intractable and
rude to strangers, as a rooted and inveterate prejudice against and hatred of all others who are of
a different religion except when they are bribed to it with hope of reward and gain or forced to it
by the necessities of state” (qtd. in Cirakman 48). 12
All these travel narratives are first-hand, real experiences of British captives by Turks or
Arabs in particular, and Muslims in general. All these descriptions of Turks and travel narratives
about freedom and liberty helped delineate a negative understanding of Turks in the Western
imagination.
At the end of this chapter, I use some illustrations of barbaric Turks from the Western
imagination: they are half animal, half human; their bodies are covered with animal tattoos, such
as lions; and their war costumes, which they wear to create fear in their enemies, include the
feathers of different animals (which is another reason why Turks are identified with animal
imagery).
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These negative depictions of Turks contributed to the Western imagination, medieval
European discourse, and Elizabethan norms by creating Western hegemony over Eastern
societies. These negative depictions were read over centuries and represented in Western
literature. Asli Cirakman asserts that “travel narratives produce a common essentialist image of
the orient and create stereotypes, fantasies or myths about the Orient” (10). 13 As a result, Turks
and Muslims are received and perceived through the texts of travelers and the letters of captives
who had generally negative interactions with Turks and Muslims.
The negative images of Turks were not only about their characteristics or their customs;
some of them were about the differences between Europeans and Turks. Some travel accounts
reflect the stark contrast between Turks and Europeans in terms of the arts. Turks were portrayed
as a people who have no interest of any kind in the arts, but who instead prefer to play games to
practice their military power. Thus, they are portrayed as warriors rather than artists or scientists.
This portrayal of Turks is explained in one of the travelers’ account:
Their minds being no wise inclined to Arts nor have they any inclinations for the
Sciences, so that it is no wonder if a man can only be provided in their Country with
what is absolutely necessary for life, indispensably useful to commerce, and very
mearly proper for the Recreation of the Mind and Body, and for the passing ones
time pleasantly and with delight, which ever proves tedious to such dull, heavy and
unthinking people as are the Mahometans. 14 (qtd. in Cirakman 49)
As I mentioned above, their negligence of the arts and sciences was described by many
travelers. George Sandys is among these travelers. He wrote:
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Of cards and dice they are happily ignorant; but at cheese they will play all day long,
a sport that agreeth well with their sedentary vacancy; wherein notwithstanding they
avoid the dishonest hazard of money. The better sort take great delight in their
horses, which are beautiful to the eye and well ridden for service. 15 ( qtd. in
Cirakman 49)
Travel narratives were not only about Turkish men, military prowess, and their lifestyles.
Those narratives also included and presented the image of Turkish women to the Western
imagination and Christian Europe. The presentations of these women were different compared to
European norms. Women were mostly portrayed in harem identified with sexuality and
exoticism. They are not any different than their male counterparts. Cirakman says that:
It is unlikely that any of these travelers had a chance to talk to, or even see a face of a
Turkish woman, they make speculations on their behavior and physical appearances.
Basically they deal with the subject in two perspectives. First is with reference to the
apartments of women in the seraglio and their beauty; their enslaved condition is also
a topic for curiosity. Secondly, the absence of Turkish women in public and the
reasons for that. (49)
Understanding the representations of Turkish women in these travel accounts is important
as I will use some of these accounts later in this dissertation to explain Desdemona’s case in the
citadel in Cyprus. For most of the travelers, Turkish women were mysterious, as they covered
their faces and their mode of dress was different than European women. No body parts were
shown and half of the face was covered. I am using Asli Sancar’s Ottoman Woman: Myth and
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Reality to show how Turkish women were represented. In her book, Sancar shows some
portrayals of Turkish women both in public, seraglio, and in the harem. To have a better
understating of my final chapter and the case of Desdemona, it is important to show some
pictures in this chapter.
If a Turkish woman was going out, no matter if she was living in the seraglio or in her
own house, she had to cover her face and body, as it was not allowed for these women to show
all their body parts. It was haram to show their body parts in public. The words harem and
haram both stem from the Arabic root h-r-m, which does, in fact, mean “‘sacred’ or ‘forbidden’”
(Sancar 44). That being said, any men who were foreigners or not family members of Turkish
women were not allowed to see their bodies and faces. The first picture (Figure 1) is of an
Ottoman woman who is possibly dressed to go out. Her face and body are all covered:

Figure 1. A Turkish woman in her dress when she goes out. 16
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Figure 2 shows a similar costume to that of Figure 1. This Turkish woman has also
covered her entire face and body, and her dress is loose enough that her body parts are not
discernable:

Figure 2. A Turkish woman in her costume. 17
Guilloume Grelot described Turkish women and their differences from European women.
He wrote about Turkish women and how their actions were restricted within the empire:
Both by reasons and custom they [Turkish and Greek women] are much more
reserved than yours. And though there may be some perhaps may think bad enough,
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yet there is such good Order taken through this Empire, that they are deprived
thereby by the opportunity to act. 18 (qtd. in Cirakman 50)
The portrayals of Turkish women were not only limited to their appearance. As Cirakman
says, “cleanliness of women” was another point that grabbed travelers’ attention (50). Male
travelers’ accounts explain that Turkish women frequently went to Turkish baths to clean
themselves, as being clean was a part of Turkish custom. This custom is explained by Grelot:
“Turks bath themselves almost everyday, their brains are thereby so overmoistened that they are
generally troubled with a continual Rheume in their eyes . . . they choose rather to prejudice their
health than to give any example of disobedience to their law” (qtd. in Cirkman 51).
These characteristics of Turkish women generated curiosity in Western travelers’ minds.
In the picture below, two Turkish women are shown going to a Turkish bath. Again, their bodies
and faces are covered. Although there are portrayals of Turks as “dirty and filthy,” 19 stating that
“they lay and eat rudely and uncleanly, they sit on the ground,” 20 most of the travelers wrote
about Turkish cleanliness.
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Figure 3. Turkish women going to a Turkish bath (a public bath). 21
The long-term representation and portrayal of Turks was very much at stake during the
sixteenth century. As Ottomans were the domineering power in the Mediterranean, travel
accounts about them were inevitable. These accounts helped Europeans create a self-image as
well as helping them understand Turkish customs and traditions. These accounts created a selfimage of us along with the image of the other, them. In addition, these portrayals of Turks also
helped playwrights to craft their plays and characters during the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries.
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Before explaining how Shakespeare crafted his play Othello and its characters as
representatives of Turkish society, I will give a detailed description of medieval and sixteenth
century texts to get a better understanding of how all these travel accounts and texts might have
helped Shakespeare to understand Turkish customs and characters. It is important to analyze
these plays because Shakespeare might have read some or all of these travel narratives and
medieval texts to craft his play.
In the following three chapters, I will explain the reception and perception of Turkish and
Muslim women in the Christian European agenda and Elizabethan society in contrast to the
perception of Christian women. I will use important literary texts of each era. The interpretation
of these literary texts opens up a dialogue across national, religious and gender boundaries.
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CHAPTER 3.

3.1

PERCEPTIONS OF TURKISH WOMEN AND MEN
DURING THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD

Creating the Stereotypes: Turkish Women and Men
The dichotomy between East and West has been an important subject to debate and write

about throughout the centuries. This dichotomy is mostly used to describe the differences
between Muslims and Christians in general, and Muslims and their characteristics in particular.
Cross-cultural relations between Muslims 22 and Christians, along with their characteristic
differences, are represented in different literatures and plays. These different representations
depend on the ideology of the century or era in which they are created. If one turns back to
earlier centuries, one can see that there seems to be a particular separation between Muslims and
Christians and their representations both in medieval discourse and political agenda, along with
their representations in medieval literature and society. The medieval period highlights the
binary oppositions between West and East, Christian and Muslim, holy and pagan. 23
The Christian West’s connections with other cultures (including Jews, Moors, and Turks)
during the Crusades 24 not only created the binary oppositions between East and West but also
helped delineate a European (Christian) identity. This newly created European (Christian)
identity separated itself from Muslims mostly in terms of religion and culture, claiming that
Muslims/Turks were infidels and paynims. 25 After their interactions with Muslims and Islam,
Muslim characters started to appear in the literature of Western Europe. Mohja Khaf points to the
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Muslims are also called Saracens.
Pagan, irreligious, infidel and paynim were used to describe Muslims. In Turkish it means dinsiz.
24
Which helped to create a very negative image of infidel Saracens.
25
Church was the prominent force and authority during middle ages and Islam was identified as the opponent of
church, army and leader of devil. These common and eminent medieval discourses helped to delineate Muslims as
cruel animals (which resulted in describing Tusk through animal imagery), beasts, scourge of God and evils.
Mohammed was considered as the leader of the barbarians who want to kill Christians and turn them into
Turks/Muslims.
23
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appearances of Muslim characters in the Western European tradition by saying “the Islamic hosts
entered epic and romance, poetry and prose, aristocratic and popular literature; and the Muslim
woman stepped into Western imagination.” (21).These representations of Turks—both Turkish
men and women—are portrayed in medieval literary productions such as The Poem of the Cid,
The Song of Roland, and The Sultan of Babylon. In these literary texts and in medieval literary
discourse and medieval political agenda, unlike the submissive and chaste Christian women and
chivalric Christian men, Turkish men and specifically Turkish women are portrayed as evil,
infidel, irrational, and the scourge of God. Louise Miller says that “depictions of women are
bound up in issues of political and military power, religious difference, and language” (2). Thus,
the differences between the portrayals of Muslim and Christian women are to highlight the
dichotomy between Christian Europe and Islam. These women are “inventions, or ideal
constructions, antithetical to actual experience” (Miller 3). This chapter will examine literary
productions of the era that reflect the stereotype of uncontrollable and cruel Muslim men and
women in contrast to Christian men and women.
To signify the differences between these stereotypes of Muslim men and women and
chivalric Christian men and chaste Christian women, other nations were treated as the other.
Siobhain Bly Calkin says that representation of “historical Muslims” helped the creation of
“literary Saracens” (181). Thus, the literature of the medieval West contributed to people’s
perception of Muslims by contrasting them to Christians. In Idols in the East: European
Representations of Islam and the Orient, 1100-1450, Suzanne Conklin Akbari says that “Popular
medieval literature, ranging from the chanson de geste to the Middle English romances regularly
features . . . grotesque Saracens having the bodies of giants and the bodily features of animals”
(156). The representations of these giant-like Turkish men are fierce, uncontrollable, and cruel.
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They are different from their Christian enemies who are represented as the true idol in medieval
discourse. Representations of Turkish women and men in literary productions such as The Poem
of the Cid, The Song of Roland and The Sultan of Babylon are among the chanson de gests 26 and
Middle English romances that reflect the stereotype of uncontrollable, infidel, and seductive
Muslim women and men in contrast with the chaste and chivalric Christian women and men.

3.2

The Poem of the Cid: Fair Chivalric Christian vs Feminine Muslim
The Poem of the Cid, written approximately in the 1200s, portrays the aforementioned

uncontrollable, cruel, and fierce Turks along with the conflicts between Christians and Muslims
in Spain. 27 El Cid, which consists of three cantos, tells the story of the Spanish hero Rodrigo
Diaz di Vivar, who fights against infidel Muslims to protect his land. 28 In the first canto, Count
García Ordóñez accuses Cid of not obeying the rules and not going to pick up the tributes from
Moors for King Alfonso VI of León. As a result, the king exiles Cid from Leon and Castilla. Cid,
who is in need of money, needs to support his military prowess. He gets the money from Jewish
moneylenders Raquel and Vidas. He also leaves his wife and two daughters with Don Sanco for
safekeeping in the monastery of Cardena, hoping that he will marry one of his daughters in the
future. 29 El Cid and his army depart towards Zaragoza, where Moorish territory resides. El Cid
and his army gain fame and his men want to kill Moors. However, El Cid frees Muslims and
gains their trust and compassion. After the victory, even though El Cid sends gifts to King
Alfonso to be forgiven, the king does not forgive him.

26

Epics.
Original title is El Cantar De Mio Cid (1200) is the oldest Spanish (Castilian) epic poem. The author is unknown.
The story takes place during Reconquista.
28
Who is known as El Cid Campeador. In Arabic “Cid” means ql-Sayyid ()ﺳﯿﺪ.
29
Leaving his daughters and wife with Don Sanchos, El Cid highlights the importance of protecting Christian
women.
27
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In the second canto, El Cid and his troops march towards the Mediterranean coast and
invade the famous city of Valencia. He decides to bring his wife and daughters to Valencia to
live with him and thus asks a Moor, Abengalbón, one of his best knights, to escort Jimena and
his daughters. Once Dona Jimena and the daughters settled down, the Moorish king starts
attacking El Cid. The Moorish army arrives, playing the battle drums and making war sounds
that scare Dona Jimena and her daughters. El Cid makes a plan. He attacks the Moorish army
and defeats it. At the end of the war, El Cid sends gifts to King Alfonso, who then forgives him.
Meanwhile, the Infantes de Carrión, the nephews of El Cid’s enemy, who caused Cid’s exile,
plan to marry El Cid’s two daughters and share El Cid’s money and wealth with King Alfonso.
The marriages between El Cid’s daughters and the Infantes de Carrión take place in the city of
Valencia.
The third canto starts in Valencia where Cid is portrayed with his men and his two sonsin-law. The two Infantes de Carrión show their cowardice, hide themselves, and feel ashamed
after they are scared by a lion. El Cid’s men mock them for not being fearless knights. Later, the
Infantes de Carrión take revenge by leaving Valencia with their wives, most of Cid’s wealth, and
two priceless swords, Colada and Tizón. Don Fernando and Don Diego arrive in Carrión and
execute a plan to shame El Cid and his daughters by savagely whipping them and abandoning
them. But El Cid has sent a relative to follow the girls from a distance, and who finds and
rescues the girls from dying. After learning everything that happened to his daughters, the Cid
asks for justice from the king. Once the noblemen gather, Cid wants his swords and wealth back,
but most importantly he demands a duel between his knights and the Infantes de Carrión to save
his daughters’ honor. After El Cid’s men defeat the Infantes de Carrión, they are married again,
this time to the princely heirs of Aragón and Navarra.
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In the third canto, Cid’s friend Martin Antolines says, “I shall go to see my beloved wife,
and I must tell those of my household how to behave” 30 (35). Christian women are limited to
their space and “excluded from official positions of political authority” (Caldin 91). It is also
important to note here that so far in the epic Turkish women are not mentioned. It is only
Christian women who are praised as the ideal women figures of medieval agenda. Dona Jimena,
Cid’s wife, is also an example of an ideal Christian woman. The first time Dona Jimena is
mentioned is in canto 14 when she prays in her house for her husband to win the war:
The cocks crowed betimes and the dawn was about to break when the good
Campeador reached San Pedro with the knights who had sworn to serve him
faithfully. The Abbot, Don Sancho, a worthy Christian, was saying matins as the day
dawned. Dona Jimena was there with five noble ladies, praying to ST. Peter and to
God the Creator: “Thou who dost rule us all, help (my husband), the Cid
Campeador.” (35)
Dona Jimena is praying and is identified with the faith. Unlike infidel Muslim women in
medieval epics, 31 Dona Jimena and her daughters are “confined to the private sphere” (Caldin
95) and passivized. In canto 15, Cid emphasizes the public/private and men/women dichotomies
clearly when he talks to Abbot Don Sancho:
Here are one hundred marks that I give you for Dona Jimena, so that you may look
after her and her ladies for this year. I am leaving behind my two little daughters;
take them under your care. I entrust them to you, my lord Abbot; take care of them
and my wife. . . . Now here comes Dona Jimena, with her daughters carried along in
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Caldin also says that the poem of Cid is “dominated by male interests which means that love had no place in it”
(93). That is why Antolines sees his wife as a property to be protected.
31
Such as Song of Roland and Sultan of Babylon and I will explain these epics later.
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the arms of two ladies. Dina Jimena knelt down in front of the Campeador, weeping
and kissing his hands. ‘I beg a favor of you, my fortune Campeador,’ she said. ‘You
have driven out the Castile by the wiles of mischief-makers. (36-37)
It is important to note that Christian women are always in need of protection. 32 Unlike
other Saracen queens such as Bramimunde in Song of Roland, Dona Jimena is rendered passive
and marginalized because she is stereotyped as the ideal Christian woman and mother. 33 When
Cid leaves, his daughters and wife are under protection: “My daughters, I give you into the keep
in of God our heavenly father. We must part now and God knows when we shall meet again”
(canto 18, p. 41). Dona Jimena prays all the time, which idealizes her as a true Christian woman:
“Dona Jimena prostrated herself on the alter steps, praying earnestly to God to preserve the Cid
from all harm” (canto 18, p. 39).
Like Dona Jimena, Cid’s daughters are important, if sometimes peripheral, female
characters in the epic. In “The Role of Women in the Poema de Mio Cid,” Carolyn Bluestine
says that “the female characters, who appear to have peripheral rather pivotal roles in the Poema
de mio Cid, are so essential to the structure and artistic texture of the work that their flat,
superficial presentation merits closer examination” (404). In Kinship and Polity, Michael Harney
says that “while Cid’s daughters do not play a major role in the action, they are the sole motive
for the epic’s central conflict as well as the pretext for its resolution” (111). They marry the
Infantes de Carrión, who at first seem to want them for their fame and wealth. In canto 102, the
Infantes de Carrión send this message to El Cid:
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It is interesting to note that The Poem of Cid “begins in the public sphere and ends in private sphere” (Caldin 96).
The creation of this ideal Christian woman also “promotes an ideology of masculinity based on the
marginalization of women and dominance of particular males over others” (Caldin 96).
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We want your help in what we are planning to do. We want you to ask for us the
hands of the Cid’s daughters in marriage. By marrying them we shall bring honors to
them and advantage to ourselves. . . . Deliver my message faithfully to him, I beg
you, and tell the Cid that a marriage with the Infantes of Carrión will brin ghim
honor and increase his prestige. (123)
Cid accepts the offer. Dona Jimena has no right to say anything about her daughters’ marriage.
“The daughters of themselves are nothing more than objects of exchange between men, proof of
the valor and power of their father” (Caldin 96).
But if the women in Cid have “peripheral rather than pivotal roles” (Caldin 96), their
humiliation requires revenge by men of honor. In his article “Women and the Limits of
Patriarchy,” Thomas Caldin says that “Cid became a national heroin Castil, and later in Spain as
a whole, because the Spanish people idealized the qualities of the historical Cid” (92). When
Infantes de Carrión humiliate Cid’s daughters, El Cid must take action (as Othello will feel
compelled to do). El Cid is portrayed as a fair warrior, unlike the cruel Muslims in the story, who
slaughter the inhabitants of the villages they occupy. However, Cid is not only idealized by his
own people but also by Muslim people as a result of his fairness. The unfairness and cruelty of
Muslims are pointed out by Cid: “We shall not be able to sell our captives, whether men or
women. We should gain nothing by cutting off their heads. Let us allow them to return to town,
for we are masters here.” (55) When Cid says that they “shall not be able to sell captives” (55),
he refers to Turkish men who sell captives no matter if the captives are men or women. He also
emphasizes that Turks are cruel infidels as they cut off their enemies’ heads. It is also important
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that the fear of Moors 34 is felt although they are not present at the beginnings of the epics. 35 In
canto 23, Cid informs the reader about the possible fleet of Moors: “All must ride out boldly and
do the work thoroughly without the fear of the Moors” (45). However, the fear of the other, (the
Muslims, the Moors) is clearly explained later in the poem in canto 34:
Cid took counsel with his followers: “They have cut off our water and we shall soon
be short of food. They will not permit our escape by night, and their forces are very
strong for us to attack. Tell me, my good knights, what do you wish to do?” The
valiant Minaya spoke first: “We have left our homes in fair Castile. If we do not fight
the Moor, they will starve us out.” (57)
By asking his followers’ opinions about what to do with Muslims, El Cid creates a stark
contrast between cruel Turks and fair Christians. Unlike merciless infidel Muslims, there are
faithful and merciful Christian knights in the picture. El Cid highlights this difference by saying
that he wants to destroy all the Muslims, because the Muslim soldiers are cruel enough to “cut
off water” from the Cid’s men (57). Nonetheless, when Cid conquers Muslims’ property and
drives out the population, he allows them to take some of their money and possessions. He even
orders that Muslims “who were not allowed to return to fortress, should receive their share” (65).
Muslims admire El Cid’s sense of justice even as he defeats them. They admire his mercifulness
and feel sorry when El Cid leaves: “‘you are going, Cid,’ they said. ‘May our prayers go before
you!’” (67). 36 These Muslim reactions show that it is Muslim soldiers who behave fiercely and
are “eager to capture,” and whose “noise seemed to make the earth quake” all the time (59).
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Saracens/Muslims.
The fear or Turks/Moors is very similar to Shakespeare’s Othello. Othello also begins with the fleet of Turkish
army which creates fear at the beginning of the play.
36
Thomas Caldin claims that The Poem of EL Cid “represents all that is best about Spain and its medieval epic
poetry; the traditional, archaizing, mentality of the Spanish people tends to preserve eternally Spanish themes,
favoring a high degree of historical accuracy and exalting the hero’s virtues so as to personify in him the most
praiseworthy aspects of the national character” (92).
35
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When he wins the battle over the Muslims, El Cid could have captured everything, including
men and women, and he could have kill them, but he did not:
The gains were great, one hundred marks falling to the share of each knight and half
that amount to each foot soldier, the Cid receiving his customary fifth share. He
could not sell or give it away, and as he did not wish to take the men and women
prisoners with him, he parleyed with the inhabitants of Castejon and send word to
those of Hita and Guadalajara, asking how much they would offer for his share—
even with what the Moors would give they would make a great gain. (canto 26, 51)
Cid prefers not to humiliate Muslims and what is more, he trusts a Muslim friend,
Abengalbon, 37 to care for his wife and daughters, sending one of his men, Muno Gustioz, to meet
Abengalbon in Molina 38 to say that El Cid trusts Abengalbon to escort his family. Gustioz says
“The Cid sends his greetings and begs you arrange to join us without delay with one hundred
horseman,” and Abengalbon obeys saying “I shall be glad to do so” (101). Abengalbon is one of
the Muslim men who is portrayed as a “loyal friend to Cid” (102), fulfilling Cid’s orders. This
gesture implies that Muslims can be trusted even if they are completely dominated and told what
to do. 39 But aside from this instance, the poem implies they are creatures of uncontrolled
violence and cruelty. They are the “infidel hordes . . . beating their drums and terrifying” people
and depriving people of their food.
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Second canto.
Molina is the place where Abengalbon lives.
39
Here Turkish men are portrayed as feminine. They are told what to do and they obey. They are feminized. If you
dominate them and tell what to do, you can trust them. Here Turkish men are portrayed as the complete opposite of
Turkish women who are not submissive and who do not obey. The Turkish women are not feminine and controllable
like Christian women.
38
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3.3

The Song of Roland: When Muslim Women Speak
Like The Poem of the Cid, The Song of Roland 40 is also about the conflicts between

Muslims and Christians and portrays the differences between Christian and Muslim women and
men. Written between 1040 and 1115, The Song Roland is one of the oldest literary texts in
French literature. It tells the story of the Battle of Roncevaux, which happened between Muslims
and Charlemagne in 778. The whole epic is about the battle between Muslims and Christians
creating the contrast between Muslim–Non-Muslim, Christian–non-Christian, and fidel–infidel.
The Song of Roland clearly portrays the Muslim woman as uncontrollable and masculine, which
is totally the opposite of what Christian women should be. Differences between Christian and
Muslim men are also described clearly. In the epic, both sides cut off noses and split people into
pieces, but it is suggested that Muslims do so with more cruelty and less justification because
their cruelty serves their evil character. Saracens are described as cruel and as fighting for greed,
like pirates, while Christians are described as acting for the noble cause of Christian faith. Thus,
“The pagans are wrong and the Christians are right” (30, 1005). Christians act cruelly to protect
their belief because the Muslims are “heretics,” they deny the “the son of the Virgin Mary” (43,
1453-1464), and they “do not do God’s bidding“ (91, 3171). Christians serve God and they
believe in Virgin Mary whereas Saracens are pagans.
The contrasts between Muslim and Christian women are clear, although there is only one
of each: Alda and Bramimonde. 41 Alda is the Christian woman: a figure of piety who dies of
grief when Roland is killed. Bramimonde, the Muslim woman, by contrast is both outspoken and
silent. We first see Bramimonde when her husband King Marsille makes war plans. She is the
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Chanson de geste: epic poem.
Mohja Kahf claims that “Bramimonde is one of the earliest portrayals of a Muslim woman in a European
literature” (11).
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first Muslim woman to appear and speak in The Song of Roland. She presents gifts to other ladies
and speaks in the presence of men. 42 When her husband, King Marsille, talks to Ganelon, she
says:
“I love you, sir, because my lord approves
And prizes you,” she says, “as all men do.
Favor your wife for me with these gold brooches
Inlaid with jasper, amethyst, and jewels
Worth more than all the wealth in Rome, in truth,
More costly than your emperor’s heirlooms.” (19, 626)
Bramimunde represents a strong, uncontrollable Muslim woman in the epic. She has a
“distinctive voice” (Khaf 21). Mohja Khaf says that Bramimunde’s distinctive voice can be seen
several times in the epic: “it can be bitter: ‘O Saragossa, today, you have been despoiled,’ it can
be stingingly caustic: ‘he needn’t go so far,’ it can be whining: ‘I’ve been doomed to
wretchedness,’ it can rise shrilly in desperation: ‘give us aid, Mohammed.’ But it is ringing,
emphatic, unmistakable” (21). In the medieval Christian world, her courageous appearance in her
husband’s and other men’s presence is unacceptable.
In Western Representations of the Muslim Woman from Termegant to Odalisque, Mohja
Kahf states that Bramimunde is “one more personage in the courtly receiving line—a highranking one, but there is nothing more striking about her entrance than that of the other
characters” (12). With all the jewelry and courage she has, she represents the uncontrollable
“exotic power” in the poem (Chism 33). She is equal to her husband in terms of being received
and respected. She is not trapped in her harem and put in the periphery; rather, she actively
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Which is totally not acceptable in Christian Medieval world. This is not symbolization of the ideal woman.
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participates in manly discussions. She is present in the poem and represents “the female as an
aspect of foreign, and therefore as a double source of anxiety” (Chism 69). 43 As a matter of fact,
she can create problems as she is an uncontrollable exotic female figure. Bramimunde’s
character defines what non-Christian is as opposed to Christian Europe. Medieval Europe started
to define itself as opposed to Islamic tradition by contrasting Muslim women and men to
Christian and European women and men. 44
She is always informative. For example, her lament for Saragossa in laisse 188 is a good
example for her being outspoken and informative. Mohja Khaf also states that “she is the one to
introduce, through speech, this important new element in the story” (21). When emir’s
messenger arrives in Marsile’s court to inform them about the news, she is the cause of the
interruption of the messenger’s speech: “Such silliness I hear!,” says Bramimunde (195), who
continues:
These gods of ours behaves like renegades.
At Roncesvals they worked malicious wonders;
They let our chevaliers be massacred,
Forsook this lord of mine in the thick of Battle,
His right hand’s gone—he’ll get no help from it—
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As Mohja Kahf states The Song of Roland was written couple of years before The First Crusade (13). That is
being said, the Christian Europe was trying to create a “sharper image of the enemy” before the crusades happened
(Kahf 13). The image of Islam was symbolizing threat to Christian Europe. Khaf supports this idea by saying “when
Bramimunde was produced, sometime between 1090 and the early years of 1100, this xenophobic emotion had risen
to the highest pitch it would attain” (13). Bramimunde’s character is a way to show what Christian women should be
and should not be. Bramimunde was a threat to the concept of ideal woman as she was uncontrollable, outspoken
and actively involved in manly deeds.
44
Edward Said says “ways of coming to terms with the Orient that is based on the Orient’s special place in
European Western experience” (1). Europe defines itself with the Orient. Said says “Orientalism defends for its
strategy on this flexible positional superiority, which outs the Westerner in a whole series of possible relationships
with the Orient without ever losing him the relative upper hand. And why should it have been otherwise, especially
during the period of extraordinary European ascendancy from the late Renaissance to the present?”(15).
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that rich count Ronald cut it off for him.
All Spain will be in Charles’ keeping now;
Forlorn, aggrieved, what will become of me?
Alas! none here put me to death! (195)
She constantly talks and whines in her husband’s presence when the messenger tries to
talk. Finally, he cannot take it more and cuts her off. He says, “don’t talk so much, my lady”
(196), reminding Bramimunde of her place and warning her that she should not be talking that
much as a woman. 45 However, Bramimunde keeps talking “sardonically” (Khaf 23):
He needn’t go so far,
For you can find the Franks much nearer here;
They’ve sojourned in this country seven years.
The emperor’s a noble fighting man;
He’d rather die than flee the battlefield;
to him each king beneath the sky’s a child:
King Charles does not fear nay man alive. (196)
She criticized the kings and their decisions. She is brave enough to take control when
King Marsille is wounded. She “cries for him and weeps and wrings her hands” but still tries to
organize her husband’s army. King Marsille gets angry when she is in charge of everything and
acts like a man (73). He reacts by saying “speak to me” when his men are getting orders from
Bramimunde (77). In Westerns Representations of the Muslim Women, Mohja Kahf says that
“the King struggles to assert his presence from behind his overbearing wife” (213). She is taking
charge of everything when her husband is “crippled” (76, 2644). We are surprised that she is so
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This marks another difference between Christian and Muslim women.
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worried about herself when her husband is wounded, because when he is alive, she is
characterized by power, control, and wealth, and she does not want to lose any of these. When
she talks to Emir Baligant to rescue her own life, she is not passivized as well. She does not
represent an ideal woman according to Christian norms 46 because she is outspoken and in
charge. She is always “in front of her husband” (Khaf 23). When the messenger arrived, she
“went running toward him” (201), and “she is the first to rush to speak the emir” (Khaf 23). 47
She is always stealing the role from her husband in court, and she is active and loud. 48
Once she converts to Christianity she becomes an ideal woman in Christian society
because she is “properly feminized” (Kahf 31). 49 Once is she is converted, she is controlled, 50
quieted; she becomes an ideal Christian woman and is renamed Julienne. She has to be “properly
feminized for the story to be closed” (Khaf 25).
As Bramimunde undergoes a lot of changes, Alda remains the same; she is the same ideal
woman throughout the whole poem and she never changes. She keeps waiting for Roland, and as
soon as she learns that Roland is dead, she dies:
Alda the beautiful from life has gone.
The king thinks she has fainted and he calls
With pity to her. Tears stain his cheeks with salt.
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Conversion of the Muslim woman is important both in terms of controlling the uncontrollable and also in terms of
religious hierarchy. In “Jacob von Maerlant on Muhammad and Islam,” Geert Claassens says that “In the literary
tradition, the Muslim denial of the Holy Trinity is ridiculed by attributing to Islam three Gods: Muhammad as
represented as an idol, accompanied by others such as Apollo, Baraton, Jupiter, Chaoun and so on. They usually
appear in combinations of three: a negative reflection of the Christian trinity” (213). This combination of Gods
appears in The Song Roland and Muslims are symbolized as infidels and corrupt.
47
Her talk to the messenger is identified with her disloyalty to her husband.
48
She is outside of the medieval Christian perception of ideal womanhood.
49
She represents the same dissociative identity49 or split personality as Desdemona, who is submissive to her lord at
the same time as she communicates with Iago and Cassio. Dissociative identity means having multiple personalities.
50
Bramimunde’s conversion also symbolizes the power gained over Muslims overall because her children will be
Christians, and that signifies the domineering power of Christians over Muslims.
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He lifts her up in both his arms and draws
Her head against his shoulder, where it falls.
At least he understands that he has lost her. (104)
Alda is not as strong as Bramimunde. She was dependent on Roland. In other terms, her
life depends on Roland’s life. Mohja Khaf says that Alda is “a completely inert figure whose
only action is to die and whose only speech is to cancel her existence: ‘May God, his angels, and
his saints forbid / that after Roland I remain alive (268)’” (24). If he exists, she exits; if he does
not exist, she does not exist. Her existence depends on Roland’s. Alda is portrayed as the “object
of male gaze” (Khaf 25), particularly the object of Charlemagne’s and the barons’ gaze. Here,
Christian woman is passivized and reduced to dependent roles, whereas Bramimunde symbolizes
the strong and uncontrollable active Muslim woman, who is totally independent from her
husband.

3.4

Converted Princess, Converted Princesses
Another medieval romance is The Sultan of Babylon, which deals with Charlemagne, his

Twelve Peers, and Muslims. The romance, like many others, describes the cruelty of both
Muslim and Christian soldiers. Not only Christian and Muslim men are portrayed in this
romance; Christian and Muslim women are as important as men in the tale. Muslim women are
the key characters because they are defeminized and uncontrollable. They are out of medieval
perception of an ideal woman. Before discussing the women characters in detail, it will be
helpful to provide brief summary of the plot.
The romance suggests that, to take revenge for the plundering of his ship by Romans,
Sultan Laban gathers a huge army of Muslims and conquers Rome. He burns and slays many
Christian men and women. With no interest in converting Christian men and women, he kills all

45
of them, saying, “‘My people shall not be brought to evil by these Christians, and I will destroy
the seed of all Christianity’” (15). Christian soldiers also kill many Muslims, not for vengeance
or spite, but because the Saracens threaten Christianity. This is presented as a noble reason, just
as for when Christians kill Muslims in The Song of Roland. However, Christians convert the
Sultan’s son Ferumbras and daughter Floripas, 51 signifying the attractiveness and value of
Christianity over Islam. These conversions play an important role in the romance because they
show that even though the Sultan is very fierce and cruel, he cannot prevent his own son’s and
daughter’s conversions.
The Muslim cruelty of The Sultan of Babylon extends to Floripas, the only Muslim
woman in the romance. She is assertive, devious, outspoken, and cruel. Her independence allows
her to fall in love with a Christian knight, Sir Guy. While she does charm him, it is important to
note here that Muslim women’s sexuality does not make her an object for male pleasure. Rather,
“it is an indication of her outrageous liberty” (Khaf 36). After falling in love with Sir Guy, she
betrays her father 52 and converts of her own free will:
“A, him have I loved many a day
And yet knowe I him noght
For his love O do alle that I maye
To chere you with ded and thought.
For his love will I cistenede be
And lefe Mahoundes laye
Spekith to him nowe for me,
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This conversion reminds us of the conversion of Bramimunde. They “transfer the wealth of Islam to European
hands” (Khaf 37).
52
Her betrayal is another example of highlighting the idealization of Christian women. The idea that Christian
women do not betray their fathers is what the authors have tried to tell in the texts.
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As I you truste maye.
And but he wole graunte me his love,
Of you askape shalle none here.”
.....................
Tho wente Duke Neymes to Sir Gye
And saide, “This ladye loveth the;
For thy love she maketh us alle merye
And baptized wole she be
Ye shalle hir take to your wedded wife,
Foe alle us she may save.” (58)
Her conversion poses a threat because she has the potential to have Christian offspring.
Her brother and Floripas help Charlemagne’s victory with their conversions. She helps
Charlemagne’s peers to be armed and they seize the castle because she is in love with Sir Guy
and also helps them to get her father’s treasure. Here, she is represented as a trickster:
Tho spake Floripas to the barons boolde
And saide, “Ihave armure i-nowe;
Therefore I tel you what I wolde
And that ye dide for your prowe.
Tomorue, whammy fadir is at his soupere,
Ye shalle come in alle attonys.
Loke ye spare for no fere;
Sle down and breke bot bake and bones.
Kithe you knightis of hardynesse!
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There is none help but in this wyse.
Then most ye shewen your prowes
And wynne this castel in this guyse.” (59)
She is the one organizing the whole escape and plot. She helps the Twelve Peers to take
control over the Muslims. She is the one who tells his father to keep Roland and Oliver instead
of killing them so that she can help them escape and win. Cynthia Lowenthal describes Floripas
as “the engine that drives the plot” (181). She is the independent strong woman who can make
plans to cause her own father’s downfall. She is strong enough to cross her father and also
“manipulate larger political power struggles in the cause of protecting her lover sir Guy”
(Lowenthal 181). The powerful King Laban’s downfall is a result of his own daughter’s betrayal,
not a battle that he loses. Floripas is a good example to show in medieval politics that if you
cannot control a Muslim woman, they can plot against you. 53 Cynthia Lowental describes her as
“strong-willed, smart, . . . able to manipulate political systems for her advantage, [and]
committed to protecting her own” (184). Her independence also connects her with Desdemona,
who also betrays her father by marrying Othello, who has Islamic roots. Like Desdemona,
Floripas is converted by her own consent and becomes silent and submissive once she is
Christian. The difference between Christianity and Islam is hard to detect in married women,
though.
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Mohja Khaf says that “Muslim heroines are active seducers. They are often knowledgeable in the medical arts,
with a hint of magic. Thus, their sexual confidence is often linked to superior scientific, technical, and supernatural
knowledge. It is an active sexual quality rather than one which would render them objects of the gaze” (36).
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3.5

Power of Saracen Queens
Written by Matteo Maria Boiardo, 54 Orlando Innamorato 55 is another epic poem about

the conflict between Muslims and Christians. As Charles Ross says, Orlando Innamorato is
“about the common customs of, and the conflicts between, Christian Europe and Islam” (xi). It is
also about the dichotomies between good Christian European women and uncontrollable Muslim
women, along with the stark differences between Christian and Muslim knights. The poem starts
with Angelica, 56 a Muslim princess, appearing and asking for a tournament, offering herself as a
prize. 57 She is described as an exotic beauty as she enters the room 58:
They saw far down the splendid hall
four fearsome and enormous giants 59
enter, a lady in their midst,
escorted by a single knight.
She seemed to be the morning star,
the lily and the garden rose.
In short, to tell the truth of her,
Never was so much beauty seen (6)
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Although it is highly unlikely that Shakespeare knew Boiardo’s work directly, his drama inherited many of the
literary conventions that developed in Italy, particularly in Ferrara, the home of Boiardo, Ariosto, and Tasso.
55
It is considered as one of the best epic romances of late Medieval and Early Renaissance. It has the characteristics
of the French Middle Ages epic cycle as well as Carolingian and Arthurian epic cycles. It was translated as Orlando
in Love by Charles Stanley Ross and published in 2004.
56
Boiardo provides us with a lot of characters, including both Christians and Muslims as well as females and males.
I have chosen Angela on purpose, as she is the major Muslim character and shows and opens up the poem.
57
This shows the reader that she is able to choose whomever she wants to marry and she has control over men. She
is not at the periphery like Christian women; on the contrary, she outlines a plot and takes action.
58
Jo Ann Cavallo says that “Angelica is the catalyst of the poem’s action. Before her arrival in canto 1, the emphasis
is on the male show of prowess through a projected joust that includes knights of many nations, both Christians and
Saracens” (27).
59
Description of the exotic Orient and Muslim other.
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Angelica asks for the tournament and offers herself as the prize because her father, King
Galafrone, wants her to distract Charlemagne’s knights for his own evil purposes:
However, there is one condition;
whoever wants to try must listen!
Once beaten from his saddle, none
may fight again for any reason.
He must submit and go to prison.
Yet one who can unhorse Umberto
will win, as his reward, my person.
My brother will recall his giants. (6)
Both Muslims and Christian knights fall in love with her and join the tournament. Jo Ann
Cavallo discusses the depiction of Angelica by saying, “Boiardo makes Angelica an illustration
of the angel-demon dichotomy in canto 1, where the reader is introduced to her through the eyes
of the idealizing/idolizing the knights” (32). She is depicted as attractive, but at the same time
she makes plans behind the scenes that no one knows about, so Boiardo also portrays her as “a
symbol of female deceit” (Cavallo 33). She is the exotic beauty that charms and deceives
everyone and takes both Christian and Muslim men under her control. “Through her challenge,
she transforms the world of the Carolingian epic into a locus for the action typical of Arthurian
romance. Yet she does more than this—she transports these Carolingians knights into a magical
realm that combines both Arthurian prose romance and Provencal courtly love lyric.” (Cavallo
27-28). Unlike the Christian European controlled women, as I discussed earlier, she is the
Muslim woman who controls. Later, when she escapes, a conflict arises between Christian and
Muslim knights about who will have Angelica, and she causes trouble and chaos among all of
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them. Jo Ann Cavallo says that in the chivalric epic and the novel there are two types of women.
One is the maiden in distress—the virgin damsel in need of knight’s prowess to save her from a
fate worse than death (31). The second is the sorceress—”the Circe-like character—who seduces
and tempts the knight and keeps him her magic subject” (32). Boiardo’s epic has these types of
women characters like Dragontina, Angelica, and Medusa; its treatment of women is certainly
“unique and equal to men” (32). Boiardo’s Muslim women are powerful and full of self-agency,
so they are more Circe-like characters. When Malagise describes Angelica’s character, he
highlights her exotic, uncontrollable character:
He saw the lovely lady was
the daughter of King Galafrone.
She was deceitful, versed in trick,
adapt at every magic spell,
and she had travelled to our land
because that ancient, evil an
had sent her with his son, whose name
was not Uberto but Argalia. (8)
She is described as a sorceress and she knows how to act and trick. She is no different
than her Muslim father and brother who are also tricksters. Instead of portraying a submissive
Muslim woman, Boiardo depicts a woman character that is equal to the men. When Angelica
drinks the water from the stream of love in book I, canto III, she becomes more controllable and
feminine and falls in love with Ronaldo:
Ah, baron bold, don’t run away!
I love you more than I love life.
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My reward is, you let me die!
I am not Ginamo of Bayonne,
come to attack you in this forest,
cot traitor Gano, not Macario!
I love you so, I hate others!
...................
I love you much more than myself!
How can you flee with such disdain?
See what you’re doing—at least turn!
have I got such a frightful face
that you must runaway so fast
in this obscure and dangerous place? (28-29)
The change in Angelica’s character is very obvious; she turns into a woman who is
asking for love and ready to be submissive to the Christian knight. She is not asking for any
tournaments, she is not speaking boldly; rather, she is more submissive and wants to be loved.
She later creates The Pleasure Place to attract and lure Ronaldo. Angelica is identified with Circe
here who uses magic to attract men; she can both “elude and delude” (Marinelli 36). Like Circe’s
island, The Pleasure Place is also heavenly, as it is “strategically placed on an island” (Cavallo
54). Like Circe, Angelica uses magic to make Ronaldo stay with her on the island. Although
Ronaldo at first falls for the maidens and the heavenly place, as soon as he learns that it plotted
by Angelica, he wants to leave.
The epic also describes each of the Muslim and Christian knights in detail. There are
chivalric people on both sides. The bravery of both sides is praised. Boiardo does not distinguish
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two sides at all. Rather he distinguishes people by their geography. Thus, the Muslims are
culturally different from Christians. To highlight this difference they are depicted in more
unambiguously negative terms, such as “the rabble dogs, that mad dog, the wicked dog, damned
dog” (book 1, canto 2, stanzas 40, 49-50), with a “serpent face” and “falcon eyes” (book 1, canto
1, stanza 10). These negative descriptions of Muslims contribute to the “savage” imagery of
Muslim soldiers (Lausten 5). While Christians are described as being fierce as Muslims, the epic
uses neither animal nor savage imagery to describe Christian soldiers (Lausten 6). The epic treats
Christian soldiers as civilized people who fight for their faith. Conversion of Muslim men into
Christianity is also important in Boiardo’s epic in terms of civilization because “Christianity is
understood as civilization” (Lusten 7). Muslim men convert so they become civilized and
domesticated. Ruggiero converts to Christianity and Brandimarte is baptized by Orlando. Thus,
conversions show that Muslim men can be trusted as long as they are completely dominated.
Shakespeare also uses animal imagery to describe Othello as savage and uncivilized,
much like the descriptions of Muslim men by Boiardo. Othello and Orlando both fall in love
with women from a different ethnic background and fight for their love. The epic also uses
negative terms to describe Muslim women, depicting Angelica as “deceitful, versed in tricks,
adept at every magic spell” (1.8.37). The epic even describes her as wise and intelligent. She is
not silent and submissive. Boiardo’s description of Angelica as deceitful is very similar to
Othello’s description of Desdemona as deceitful when he learns she has deceived him,
continuing the pattern of negative representation. In addition, Muslim women are not submissive
but adventurous in Boiardo. They always change places as well as searching for men. Fiordelisa
searches for Brandimarte, Marfisa challenges three champions, and Angelica establishes her own
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kingdom at Albracca. Boiardo’s pattern of adventurous Muslim women also fits into
Desdemona’s characterization. She is adventurous because she goes to Cyprus after Othello.
To conclude this chapter, Middle English romances and chanson de gestes helped create
stereotypes of Muslim Turkish women as outspoken and headstrong along with Muslim men
who are fierce and cruel. And it is not only that women are described in these texts as powerful,
strong, and courageous; additionally, “the plot elements conspire not to undermine their
positions” (Lowenthal 185). In the Poem of the Cid and Sultan of Babylon, Muslim men are
domesticated and feminized through conversion, and the women are both outspoken and
submissive. In both the Song of Roland and Orlando Innamorato, Muslim men are fierce and
cruel, and Muslim women are outspoken and devious.
Representations of Muslim men are as important as the representations of Muslim women
in these literary works. David Quint’s Epic and Empire: Politics and Generic Form from Virgil
to Milton suggests that the “womanish Easterners cannot rule themselves and require the
masculine government of their European masters” (29). The portrayal of Abengalbon in El Cid is
very similar to how Muslim women are portrayed in medieval epics: they are lavish and lustful;
they entertain people. An early Cassio, Abengalbon is depicted as a feminized man: “There the
Moorish governor Abengalbon entertained them lavishly and saw to it that they had all they
wanted, even paying for the showing of horses” (canto 84, p. 105). Louise Miller points out that
Muslim men were “excluded from male status and feminized—a point sometimes reinforced
through the symbolic conversion of male Muslim into women” (4). Thus, these men, like
Christian women and women more generally, are depicted as unqualified for holding power.
Such feminization of Abengalbon is strikingly similar to how Rome feminizes Egypt in Virgil’s
The Aeneid, but also to the Florentine “mathematician” Cassio, whose inability to handle his
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alcohol leads Othello to demote him. When Othello kills Desdemona, what looks like a mad fit
of jealousy is the same as El Cid’s murderous destruction of the Muslim community in Spain. He
lets them have a little mercy and Othello is eventually sorry about what he did.
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CHAPTER 4.

4.1

PERCEPTION OF TURKISH WOMEN DURING THE
SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Establishing the Image of Turkish Women on Stage
As Nabil Matar says, the sixteenth century is the “age of explorations” (3). Exploration

became important for the English because Turks were the dominating power in the sixteenth
century. Mohja Khaf notes that “traditional medieval myths of Islam waned into latency in this
period because the forces producing them (Church) had stalled” (66). The Turks started to be
important in terms of “diplomacy, power struggle, military prowess, and commerce” (Matar
20). 60 As a result of English encounters with the Turks, Matar claims that the Turks became an
important subject to write and debate about (7). Thus, travel writers fed the public interest by
describing their characteristics. Depictions of Turkish people in these writings—both male and
female—aided the invention of sixteenth-century playwrights.
Renaissance dramatic representations of Turkish women are slightly different than their
portrayal in medieval literature. In medieval literature they are portrayed as lustful, cunning,
defeminized, masculine, headstrong, assertive, and outspoken. Renaissance texts, however,
represented Turkish women as evil, outspoken, headstrong, and uncontrollable but also as
submissive, like Christian women, or rather, as models for Christian women. Thus Turkish
women in the works of Christopher Marlowe, Phillip Massinger, Robert Greene, and Robert
Daborne are as outspoken, assertive, and devious as they are in medieval texts, but their example
fueled the creation of the image of the faithful, controllable, and chaste Christian woman.
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Diplomatic relationships with the Turks became very important for the British because they were powerful in
terms of commerce and military prowess. Nabil Matar claims that “Queen Elizabeth cooperated commercially and
diplomatically with both the Turks of Ottoman Empire and the Moors of the Kingdom of Morocco, and never
entertained or articulated—and nor did her subjects—projects for colonizing them” (9). Instead of seeking
superiority over the Turks, Queen Elizabeth wanted to get both “military and diplomatic help” from the Turks (9).
The Turks, thus, became very important for the British.
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Christopher Marlowe’s plays Dido, Queen of Carthage and Tamburlaine I-II, Robert Daborne’s
play A Christian Turned Turk, and Phillip Massinger’s play The Renegado all continued the
medieval discourse of Turkish women and established a stereotypical Turkish woman for the
Renaissance stage.

4.2

Dido: Master of Revenge and Power
Christopher Marlowe’s Dido, Queen of Carthage tells the romantic but also destructive

love story of Dido and Aeneas. Dido, queen of Carthage, falls in love with Aeneas (the founder
of the Roman people in Virgil’s Aeneid) after he arrives in Carthage and meets other Trojans
who are hosted by Dido. Venus sends Cupid, the god of love and attraction, to make Dido fall in
love with her son Aeneas. After Juno and Venus create a storm to put Dido and Aeneas together,
they fall in love and tell each other their feelings. Despite Dido’s love, Aeneas must leave her
and heed the call of destiny to found a new Troy. Deserted, Dido kills herself.
Marlowe describes Dido as a masterful and fearless woman of Middle Eastern origin. She
is masterful about influencing Aeneas and gaining power over him when she first meets him and
his friends. She is surprisingly independent even when there are men around. She is outspoken
and speaks in the presence of warriors. She gives orders to men under her domination, and even
gives orders to Aeneas, her lover. Dido shows great hospitality to Aeneas and his friends as she
makes them stay in Carthage, and she also makes Aeneas feel like a king:
DIDO: Sit in this chair and banquet with a queen. 61 . . . sit down, Aeneas sit in Dido’s
place.
AENEAS: This place beseems me not. O pardon me!
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In “Women, Feasts, and Violance in Icelandic Epics,” Jana Schulman says that “women as well as men pay close
attention to who sits where” (215), highlighting women’s power in the presence of men.
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DIDO: I’ll have it so. Aeneas, be content. (2.1.94-97)
Like Floripas in Sultan of Babylon, Marlowe’s Dido receives important consideration as a
Saracen princess. In Idols in the East: European Representation of Islam and the Orient, 11001450, Susan Conklin Akbari says that
While all of these Saracen women traverse the gap separating pagan and Christian
cultures, delivering their Saracen women traverse the gap separating Christian and pagan
cultures, delivering their Saracen kinfolk into the hands of Frankish knights, they differ
with regard to the nature of the obligations they disavow, and consequently differ both in
the nature of their disobedience and in the nature of what they bring to their new
environment. (174)
No matter if they are married or single, Saracen princess or simple Saracen woman, they are all
portrayed the same ways: as lascivious, outspoken, and uncontrollable, or as tricksters and exotic
magicians.
Dido, representing the exotic queen, draws a different portrayal from ideal Christian
women. Although Aeneas is a warrior representing the Christian ideal, he cannot control Dido.
Mohja Khaf says that the Muslim woman in European texts “is differentiated as the intimidating
and powerful female factor of an intimidating and powerful enemy” (71). Desdemona’s strong
and intimidating character puts her in front of Aeneas’ character. Mohja Khaf states that basic
characteristics of the “Moslem princess” are “her high social rank and aggressive, forward
personality, frequently manifested as loquacity or wanton sexuality and sometimes aided by
magical knowledge” (71). Dido is socially at a higher rank and she is definitely aggressive and
bossy. Her sexuality is an important factor to seduce the ideal Christian man who is in need of

58
her help. She constantly flirts with Aeneas, takes care of his son, and tries to show him that she is
on top of everything:
DIDO: Thy fortune may be greater than thy birth.
Sit down, Aeneas, sit in Dido’s place,
And if this be thy son, as I suppose,
Here let him sit. Be merry lovely child.
AENEAS: This place beseems me not. O pardon me!
DIDO: I’ll have it so. Aeneas, be content.
ASCANIUS: Madam, you shall be my mother.
DIDO: And so I will, sweet child. (To Aeneas) Be merry, man;
Here is to thy better fortune and good stars. (2.1.90-99)
Dido’s flirtation with Aeneas helps her win Acanius’ heart. She is very communicative and she
uses her womanly power to please Aeneas and already seduces him by saying she will be his
wife and a mother to Ascanius. She is “actively pursuing” a Christian man (Khaf 71).
There are two representations of Muslim women on the English stage. As Mohja Khaf
claims, both of these representations “reflect general developments in gender discourse but also
reflect the specific sociopolitical moment of England in the domestic and international stage”
(90). One of this representation of Muslim women is that they are “vulgar, libidinous, too much
to handle” (Khaf 90). These women are “more and more marginalized” as Muslim. When we put
Dido in this context, it is clear that she is “libidinous” and “too much to handle” (Khaf 90).
Aeneas is reduced in his agency and becomes the center of female subjectivity. In his article
“Women in Shahnameh,” Dick Davis asserts that “the satisfaction of female love-longing/desire,
inside or outside of marriage, is seen as natural, not a reprehensible course of action” (73). In
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other words, making love and being flirtatious before marriage comes to be regarded as common
among foreign women. 62 Dido’s desire to bed Aeneas is seen in Act III, Scene IV:
DIDO: The man that I do eye where’er I am,
Whose amorous face, like Paean, sparkles fire,
When as butts his beams on Flora’s bed.
Prometheus hath put on Cupid’s shape,
And I must perish in his burning arms.
Aeneas, o Aeneas, quench these flames. (lines 24-29)
Dido represents the “wealthy and beautiful Saracen princess enamored of a Christian
knight” to the point of keeping him as her captive (Chism 51). She boldly tells her wishes. She
symbolizes the exotic other and power. Aeneas expresses her leading role when she offers him
the crown and scepter:
AENEAS: O Dido, patroness of all our lives,
When I leave thee, death be my punishment!
Swell, raging seas, frown, wayward Destinies;
Blow winds, threaten, ye rocks and sandy shelves!
This is the harbor that Aeneas seeks,
Let’s see what tempests can annoy me now. (4.4.55-60)
Here, in these lines, Aeneas justifies Dido’s suppression. Although he says Dido is the “harbor”
he “seeks,” he still hints that he might leave. In return, Dido speaks loudly, emphasizes her
power, and threatens Aeneas in Act IV, Scene IV:
DIDO: Not all the word can take thee from mine arms.
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Western literary tradition and sixteenth century plays represent this portrayal through Dido, Zenocrate, and
Shakespeare’s Desdemona.
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Aeneas may command as many Moors
As in the sea are little water drops.
And now, to make experience of my love,
Fair sister Anna, lead my lover forth
And, seated on my jennet, let him ride
As Dido’s husband through the Punic streets,
And will guard, with Mauritanian darts,
To wait upon him as their sovereign lord. (lines 60-69)
She uses her power to declare him her husband without asking for permission. When
Anna asks her “what if the citizens repine the thereat?” (line 70) in the same act, she replies
fiercely:
DIDO: Those that dislike what Dido gives in charge,
Command my guard to slay for their offence.
Shall vulgar peasants storm at what I do?
The ground is mine that gives them sustenance,
The air wherein they breathe, the water, fire,
All that they have, their lands, their goods, their lives;
And I, goddess of all these, command
Aeneas ride as Carthaginian king. (4.4.71-79)
She claims everything as her own property without having any sense of fear. Dido
“transforms and destroys” Aeneas’ “minds, passions; as devil she tempts and plagues” (Roberts
62). Dido’s self-representation and her representation of Aeneas cannot be questioned; she is the
sole power of everything. She knows how to “display her power as a queen” (Tennenhouse 3).
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Helen Wilcox explains this attitude in her article “My Soul in Silence?” by stating that “women
give expression to their own identity” (9). By claiming Aeneas and everything as her own
property, Dido underlines her identity as a ruler and owner. She is the “magical operator” who
controls Aeneas and their fate (Roberts 66).
The representation of the fierce and fearless Muslim princess on the Elizabethan stage
defined the dichotomies between Christian and Muslim women. By contrast, the European
Christian woman, who is “a paragon of [the] authorized notion of femininity, is always
contrasted with an unconventional bad woman who is defeminized and not accepted as ideal by
Western patriarchal discourse” (Khaf 91). Dido, like many other Muslim women in Western
texts, is an unconventional and untraditional woman. Her masculine behaviors and speech along
with the “badness of the powerful Muslim woman” feminizes Aeneas (Khaf 91). When Christian
Western audiences watch a seductive, fearless, outspoken, masculine princess on the stage, these
audiences create a negative collective unconscious that extends to the culture’s shadowy
understanding of Muslim woman. In Cyprus, by proximity, Desdemona will assume the taint of
these negative perceptions of Muslim women in contrast to Othello’s idealized conception of an
obedient, submissive, chaste Christian female.
Even though Marlowe represents Dido as a fearless woman, he also has her do everything
for her lover, as she does in Virgil’s Aeneid. In Virgil’s epic, “she is a frail woman used only as a
means to further Aeneas’s success” (Caro-Barnes 21). Kate Olson asserts that “women such as
Dido threaten the peaceful founding of Rome and the transmission of land from one generation
to the next; they are fundamental to the disruption that generates the plot of the epic. Dido does
not fit within the boundaries of epic; she must die for the plot to continue and, more importantly,
for Rome to be founded” (129). In the end, Dido, like Shakespeare’s Desdemona, is fearless but

62
also feminized. Neither can control the men they love. When Aeneas leaves her, Dido fearlessly
chooses to punish herself, or rather madly, believes her death somehow punishes Aeneas:
DIDO: Now, Dido, with these relics burn thyself,
and make Aeneas famous through the world
for perjury and slaughter of a queen.
Here lie the sword that in the darksome cave
He drew and swore by to be true to me:
Thou shalt burn first, thy crime is worse than his.
Here lie the garment which I clothed him in
When first he came on shore: perish thou too.
These letters, lines and perjured papers all
Shall burn to cinders in this precious flame.
................................
And from mine ashes let a conquer rise,
That may revenge this treason to a queen
By ploughing up his countries with the sword!
Betwixt this land and that be never league;
Litora litoribus contraria, fluctibus undas
Imprecor; arma armis; pugnet ipsique nepots:
Live false Aeneas! Trust Dido dies;
Sic, sic iuvat ire sub umbras.
[Throws herself onto the fire]. (5.1.292-314)
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Even though Dido lived a thousand years before the coming of Islam, she inhabits a
North African country that in Marlowe’s day was Islamic, and it is possible Marlowe projected
onto her some contemporary ideas about Muslim women. They are strong and desirable, but
devious and ultimately submissive. Both Desdemona and Dido die in a form of submission. Dido
kills herself because she is devastated by Aeneas’ departure. Desdemona dies because Othello
kills her. Both are victims of their lovers’ neglect and their own strong passions.

4.3

Let them speak, Let them Act: Marlowe’s Turkish Women
As in Dido, Queen of Carthage, Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine plays depict

Zenocrate, more closely identified with Islam than Dido is, as both outspoken and submissive.
“Timur Lenk, was a Tartar who ‘savagely reestablished Mongol hegemony from India to Asia
Minor, building towers out of the decapitated heads of his victims. In a single, decisive campaign
1402 he defeated Bajazet, or Bayezid I, who had just led the Ottoman Turks to consolidate
Anatolia behind Timur’s back” (Lowenthal 202). Mohja Khaf says that “Marlowe’s Tamburlaine
is nominally a Muslim, but in spirit, a classical pagan in the mold of Ulysses and Achilles” (67).
During Marlowe’s time, the Ottoman Turks were perceived as a people to be feared and kept
away, and by staging Tamburlaine I-II, Marlowe displays Turks and their cruel behaviors, which
created fear in Elizabethan audiences. Linda McJanett explains the importance of Tamburaline III by stating that Tamburlaine is the first established stereotype of a Turkish sovereign figure
(13). Marlowe made his audience feel quite uncomfortable about Ottoman Turks. In other words,
as Bartels puts it, Marlowe might want his audience to discern the established English identity
from the intimidating others (19).
The play is important not only for representing Tamburlaine as a fearful Turkish
sovereign; it also presents stereotypical Muslim women who are headstrong and outspoken.
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Zenocrate and Zabina are outspoken Turkish princesses representing the non-ideal Muslim
woman in the play; they are the “companion to [their] excessively ambitious husbands”
(Burzynska 15). Like Dido, they speak freely in the presence of men.
Our first encounter with Zenocrate in the play is when she is brought to her husband-tobe after she is taken as a hostage by Tamburlaine. Tamburlaine expresses his intention in their
very first conversation:
TAMBURLAINE: Disdains Zenocrate to live with me?
Or you, my lords, to be my followers?
.................................
Zenocrate, lovelier than the love of Jove,
Brighter than is the silver Rhodophe,
Fairer than whitest snow on Scythian hills,
Thy person is more worth to Tamburlaine,
Than the possession of Persian crown,
Which gracious stars have promised at my mirth.
................................
My martial prizes, with five hundred men,
Won on the fifty-headed Volga’s waves,
Shall all we offer to Zenocrate,
And then myself to fair Zenocrate (1.2.82-102)
Similar to Dido, who tries to convince Aeneas to stay, Tamburlaine tries to convince
Zenocrate to stay with him. However, Zenocrate humiliates him and points out the “class
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difference” between them. She fearlessly speaks in front of the “scourge of the God” (Marlowe
153), 63 and she is not scared of talking in front of him:
ZENOCRATE: Ah, shephard, pity my distressed plight,
If, as thou seem’st, thou art so mean a man,
And seek not to enrich thy followers
By lawless rapine from a silly maid
Who, travelling with these Median lords
To Memphis, from my uncle’s country of Media,
where all my youth I have been governed,
have passed the army of the mighty Turk,
bearing his privy signet and his hand
to safe conduct us thorough Africa (1.2.7-16)
Her speaking with Tamburlaine and telling him what she owns portrays Zenocrate as an
outspoken woman. From her speech, we can say that she is not happy to be under Tamburlaine’s
control. In her article “Re-gendering of the Nietzschean Ubermensch in Shakespeare’s Macbeth
and Marlowe’s Tamburlaine—The case of Lady Macbeth and Zenocrate,” Katarzyna Burzynska
states that Zenocrate “seems to hate the idea of being a kind of an ornament and legitimization of
Tamburlaine’s conquest, to make it even worse—taken by force” (16). She cannot accept the
idea of being a submissive housewife. When she is with Tamburlaine, she also witnesses the
conversation between him and Theridamas about joining their forces. Zenocrate “is a witness of
the conversation, and her presence, seals the deal” (Burzynska 16). She is not sent to another
room; rather, she is present among men and she listens to their conversations about combining
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Turks were referred as to as Grand Turk, Scourge of God, Bloody Turks, and infidel as a result of their bloody
conquests. Daniel Vitkus points this out by stating, “Turks were seen as God’s instrument, his scourge” (47).
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powers and speaks. Karen Newman makes it clear in her article “Epicone” that “female talk, is
presented as unnatural (women who do it are masculine, hermaphroditical, monstrous)” (189).
Unlike these “masculine, hermaphroditical, monstrous” characteristics of women, culturally
accepted women are “chaste, salient, and obedient” (Newman 189). Thus, by representing
Zenocrate as one of the females who talks and stands in the middle of a conversation of two men,
the norms and discourse of ideal Christian women are created. Right after she witnesses the
conversation, there is a sudden change in her ideas and character; she is suddenly in love with
Tamburlaine.
ZENOCRATE: Ah, life and soul, still hover in his breast,
And leave my body senseless as the earth,
Or else unite you to his life and soul,
That I may live and die with Tamburlaine! (3.2.21-24)
This sudden change in her character can be seen as the result of getting more power with
Tamburlaine. She finds it very appealing that Tamburaline gets more and more powerful. As a
result of Tamburlaine’s increased power and wealth, Zenocrate started to be represented as a
submissive woman later in the play. This change causes Zenocrate to be called Tamburlaine’s
concubine in the play because she was meant to get married to someone else. She changes her
mind and speaks out in the quoted passage above. Her presence and talking among men and
throughout the text suggests that “the talking woman everywhere is equated with a voracious
sexuality that in turns abets her avid consumerism: scolds were regularly accused of both
extravagance and adultery” (Newman 184). For example, when Tamburlaine asks her to be his
empress, she agrees. 64
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It is important to note here that, Zenocrate accepts to be Tamburlaine’s empress when Tamburlaine takes her to
her future husband-to-be as a hostage. This is important in terms of portraying the Muslim princess as adulterous
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After getting married to Tamburlaine, Zenocrate shares the same fame and power with
Tamburlaine; she is the mirror image of her husband. Mohja Khaf explains the status of Turkish
princesses when she says “They catfight while their husbands take the field, parroting the men’s
rhetoric of conquest and glory” (68). Zenocrate is always proud of Tamburlaine’s glory and she
owns it as well. She rules and commands as much as her husband. She is more than a wife. When
Tamburlaine is with Zenocrate, he is more masculine and Zenocrate is less powerful. His
manliness and fame all over the world attracts her. She uses her womanhood to follow her
whims. For instance, Zenocrate asks Tamburlaine to forgive her father and brothers when
Tamburlaine conquers Egypt and he does; he listens to her.
In the second part of Tamburlaine, Zenocrate gives Tamburlaine three son and she
achieves her dream. In this part of the play, Zenocrate is represented a more motherly, ideal, and
lovely figure. Tamburlaine tells her “to rest like a lovely queen” (1.2.16).
Zabina, the wife of Bajazeth, is the shadow of her husband. Her husband Bajazeth trusts
her to rule while he is fighting, although her husband loses. However, later when her husband is
unable to accept the defeat, he kills himself. Zabina’s dependence on Bajazeth is seen clearly
after his suicide. Once Bajazeth is dead, she feels compelled to follow his example:
ZABINA: What do mine eyes behold? My husband dead!
His skull all riven in twain, his brains dashed out!
The brains of Bajazeth, my lord and sovereign!
O Bajazeth, my husband, my lord!
.................................

because Zenocrate accepts to be with another man when she is on her way to her intended husband. This attitude of
Turkish women is normalized in early modern texts to create the dichotomy between the Western ideal woman and
Eastern adulterous woman.
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Make ready my coach, my chair, my jewels. I come, I come, I come.
(She runs against the cage and brains herself ). (5.1.305-318)
She identifies herself with Bajazeth, and if he is not alive, she cannot go on living alone.
Mohja Khaf explains this dependency as, “Whether wives, mothers, maids or concubines, the
women in Tamburlaine are trophies and accessories to men” (67). However, being more than an
“accessories,” Zabina and Zenicrate speak in the presence of men (Kahf 67). They rule and
command as much as their husbands. Zenocrate asks Tamburlaine to forgive her father and
brothers when Tamburlaine conquers Egypt, and he does. When Bajazeth leaves for battle, he
asks Zabina to take the throne and rule until he arrives, and she accepts his offer. However, these
two women become silent and submissive towards the end of the play. Zenocrate becomes silent
as Tamburlaine gains power. Zabina also becomes silent when she and Bajazeth are held as
captives. Mohja Khaf notes that “the portrayal of Zenocrate employs conventions of the noble
maiden in distress, the loyal wife, the good mother, the decorous queen” (70). Zabina and
Zenocrate do not represent the aggressive Muslim lady who needs to be transformed to fulfill a
Christian identity. They are neither pushed into the periphery nor left voiceless. They are, rather,
represented as the shadow of their husbands.
On the other hand, while Zenocrate shares a fate with Desdemona, Desdemona is not a
captive. She falls in love with Othello even though his portrayal is as negative as Tamburlaine’s.
Like Zenocrate, she is seduced by a man’s adventures and power. Both women reconstitute their
positions according to their husbands. They adopt a new life and identity.

4.4

Daborne’s Muslim Women vs Christian Men: A Story of Conversion
Robert Daborne’s play A Christian Turned Turk is among the Elizabethan plays

highlighting Muslim women as seducers. Daborne’s play is about a pirate named John Ward,

69
who falls in love with a Turkish woman named Voada then converts her to Islam. The
representation of Turkish women is important, though Ward is the title character. The two
Muslim women in the play, Voada and Agar (a Turk married to a Jew, Benwash, who has
converted to Islam) are represented as seducers. Benwash notes that Turkish women are not
locked up as Italian women are: “You see, gallants, we are not Italianate to lock our women up:
we st’em free, give open entertainment” (176). This description of publicized Turkish women
makes her a threat for the society. She is outside of accepted social norms; she is not staying at
home, she cannot be controlled, and she entertains men. 65
Gallop, a Christian pirate who later flirts with Benwash’s wife Agar, 66 hears Benwash.
He says: “It seems this Jew keeps a bawdy house. I like his wife well. I could find in my heart to
cast away half a ducat on her” (176). Agar is not shy about flirting back, “Our desires are equal
to your wishes, sir” (178). Agar is as hypocritical as she is flirtatious. She flirts with Gallop. At
the same time she tries to justify herself by saying she is a chaste and a loyal woman. She calls
Benwash “jealous.” He is aware of her character, and despite what she said to Gallop about the
freedom of women in Turkey, he has appointed an overseer for her. The overseer proves useless,
until the end, when Agar confesses her love affair, and Benwash kills Gallop.
In the character of Agar, Daborne demeans married Turkish women; likewise, Voada is
depicted as equally hypocritical, seductive, and deceptive. Voada loves John Ward and Alizia, a
Christian woman who disguises herself as a man. Voada is also drawn to Ward, suggesting that
even a Christian pirate is more suitable than a Turkish man. But Voada tells him she will marry
him only if he converts to Islam. She uses her femininity to attract Ward.
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This is totally opposite to the ideal Christian woman who is submissive, obedient, and chaste.
Another corrupted, unacceptable image of Muslim women in Christian Europe.
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When Ward is with Voada, his actions change. He speaks and acts differently. Whenever
Voada leaves him, Ward returns to his normal senses. In the end, Voada convinces him to
convert. But then she stops loving him, and he dies. For Ward, she represents a “false woman”
and “sorceress” (206). Like Desdemona, she almost unwittingly brings about the death of a
Christian military figure whose life puts him at the intersection of Christianity and Islam.

4.5

Zanora: Power in the Seraglio
Robert Greene’s Selimus, Emperor of the Turks is about a cruel tyrant Sultan Selimus

who takes the throne by poisoning his father, Bajazeth, and killing his own brothers. Finally he
takes the throne and dominates the Ottomans. The representation of Turkish women is important,
though Selimus is the title character. In the play there are three Turkish women—Zanora, 67
Solyma, 68 and the Queen of Amasia—who are outspoken and headstrong, even though they do
not appear in the play very much. They only enter the scenes when they curse men, whom they
curse using animal imagery. Zanora first enters the scene when she learns that her brother
Mohamed has died. She is headstrong enough to speak in the presence of her uncle Acomat. She
accuses him of being a tyrant, and even dares to curse him using animal imagery:
Zanora: Thou art not, false groom, son to Bajazet!
He would relent to hear a woman weep;
But thou wast born in desert Caucasus,
And the Hyrcanian tigers gave thee suck,
Knowing thou wert a monster like themselves. (scene 12, lines 79-83)
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Zonara is Selimus’ and Acomat’s nephew, and is married to Mustaffa.
Solyma is the sister to Selimus.
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Zanora is not the only headstrong woman who dares to use animal imagery to address
men. Solyma also dares to address tyrant Selimus as a “cruel tiger” (scene 25, line 63) because
she wants to protect her husband’s life. She is not afraid of dying. Both Zanora and Solyma are
outspoken and headstrong Muslim women who die at the end as a punishment. After Zanora and
Solyma die, the Queen of Amasia appears towards the end of the scene. She is the last woman
addressing Selimus as a “bloodthirsty parricide” (scene 26, line 3). She is obstinate because she
says, “Yet will I never beg my life of thee” (scene 27, line 13). But, she dies at the end. All
women share the same end with Desdemona. The Muslim women in Greene’s play are not
submissive, and as a result they die. Desdemona dies because Othello thinks she is not properly
submissive as well.

4.6

Donusa: Master of Tricks
Phillip Massinger’s play The Renegado, also written in the aftermath of Othello, presents

a noble Turkish woman, Donusa, who is the niece of the Ottoman emperor Amurath. Bernadette
Andrea says that “the play follows the era’s travel accounts in specifying the ban against
consorting Muslim women as decisive for Christian men’s conversion” (7).
The play starts with a conversation between Vitelli and Gazzet at a marketplace,
considered the heart of Mediterranean society in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Vitelli,
protagonist of the play, is a Venetian gentleman who in disguise comes to Tunisia to save his
sister Paulina. Paulina was captured and sold to the Turks by Girimaldi, the renegade pirate.
When Vitelli is in the marketplace, he falls in love with Turkish noblewoman Donusa, who is
also in disguise. Donusa, too, falls in love with Vitelli. They keep courting each other, and later
meet at a bazaar and have sexual intercourse. When Turkish administrators learn of their
relationship, the two are separated, put in jail, and forced to wait for the final decision of the
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Emperor. When the day comes, she wants to save both Vitelli and herself by suggesting she can
convert Vitelli to Islam from Christianity. However, Vitelli does not convert; he asks Donusa to
convert to Christianity and she accepts.
In the play, Donusa represents the curious and dominant Turkish woman because she puts
on disguises, goes to public places, wanders around, and wants to learn about Christians.
According to Mohja Khaf, she is “something of a throwback, proving that the older model of the
Muslim woman still has some life. She is a white devil on a Turkish side” (103). She is also
informative. She informs us about the Turkish men and how “jealous” they are (1.2.22). The
Turkish jealousy is one of the causes of her disguise because she wants to know about Christian
men and their characteristics. She is also curious about the differences between a Christian lady
and Turkish lady. To learn more about this difference she asks, “what is the custom there among
your women? . . . But your court lady?” (256). She complains about the lack of freedom. She
says there is no freedom for women in Islam. Nabil Matar points out that “the most distinctive
feature about women in the Ottoman Empire was their familial submissiveness and their
separation from political and religious affairs” (51). Donusa has known that Christian women
have more freedom than the Turks and asks Carazie about it. Later, Carazie, the eunuch,
describes to Donusa the nature of Christian women’s freedom:
CARAZIE: Your [England’s] Country Ladies
Haue libertie to hauke, to hunt, to feast:
To give free entertainment to all commers,
To take, o kisse, there’s no such thing knowne there
As an Italian girdle. Your cittie Dame
Without leaue weares the breaches, has her husband
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At as much command as her Prentice, and if need be
Can make him Cuckold by her Fathers Coppie.
DONUSA: But your court Lady?
CARAZIE: She, I assure you Madame,
Knows nothing but her will. (1.2.28-38)
After Carazie explains that Italian women have no freedom at all compared to Turkish
ladies, Donusa ends up saying that the Turkish and English women must have an equal standing
in terms of freedom. It is important to take note of Carazie’s portrayal of Turkish women here.
Nabil Matar points out that because Turkish women were “free to do what they wanted, they
disrespected their husbands and make cuckolds of them. In satirizing English conditions,
therefore, Massinger was showing that the price of women’s freedom in England was family
disorder” (52). He describes them as lascivious and sexual objects kissing men and entertaining
everyone. On the contrary, he put Italian women in an ideal feminine discourse.
Donusa is a free woman. She herself dominates the men around her. She even gives
orders to Mustapha, her husband to be—which recalls Dido’s orders to Aeneas. Mustapha acts
like a slave in the harem. He bows and obeys her even when she insults him. She wants him to
take her to the market so she can learn more about the Christians. Mohja Khaf notes that she
“cuts a figure familiar to us by now as a willful Muslim princess who pursues a Christian man,
converts to his faith, and absconds with the jewels” (102). When she sees a Christian merchant
named Gazet, she asks if his persistency is a “Christians’ custom” (1.3.123). Mustapha wants her
to keep walking. But she wants to learn more about all things Christian. She starts examining the
things for sale in the market. But she seems more interested in Vitelli, an Italian merchant, than
anything else.
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Vitelli becomes the main object of her interest. When he states that Christian women are
the most beautiful ones in the world, Donusa starts discussing the concept of beauty with him.
Even though Donusa dominates Mustapha, she still wears a veil when she goes out. When she
discusses the beauty of women with Vitelli, however, she unveils herself to prove her own
beauty as a Muslim woman. Thus, Donusa represents the courageous and dominant Turkish
woman, who goes beyond her boundaries even when there are other men present. Donusa is very
similar to Bramimunde who also speaks without fear in the presence of men in The Song of
Roland. They go beyond their boundaries.
Donusa turns back to her Turkish inheritance when Mustapha comes back to call on her,
but she insults his “wainscot face” (3.1.66) and “toad pool-like complexion” (3.1.68). These
remarks show that Donusa is dominant enough to deny and insult a Turkish man. In fact, it is a
part of her character. Donusa chooses Vitelli over Mustapha. When Mustapha learns that they
have had sex, he organizes a trial. Donusa as a Turkish woman is on trial according to sharia
laws: “If any virgin of what degree or quality so ever, born a natural Turk shall be convicted of
corporal looseness and incontinence with any Christian, she is, by the decree of our great
prophet, Mahomet, to lose her head” (313). Donusa loses her power to dominate against sharia
laws. She wants to be free because she believes that she can convert Vitelli to Islam; however,
she fails and in the end converts to Christianity.
In Massinger’s play, “Christian and Muslim heroines are specifically condemned for
‘turn[ing] apostate,’ a double standard the Turkish princess Donusa unsuccessfully challenges
during her trial for corporal looseness and incontinence” (Andrea 8). In Islamic norms, Donusa’s
apostasy is punished by death, but she is not punished. Her punishment is her submissiveness.
After her conversion, she becomes more submissive than ever and begins behaving like a proper
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lady. Mohja Kahf says that “The Muslim Donusa has complete freedom of movement and is not
subordinate to any other men” (103). After her conversion, she does not speak in the presence of
men. She turns into the Western ideal version of a proper woman.
On the other hand, Vitelli’s sister Paulina is kept in seraglio by Asambeg. 69 While
Turkish women are free in their own environment, the same privileges are not given to nonMuslim women. Donusa is a free Turkish woman who symbolizes “complete freedom of
movement,” and she is not subjected to any other Muslim men when Paulina is imprisoned.
It might be Daborne’s male fantasy that Turkish women want to escape from oppression,
because they are under social strictures and they get to complain. All Christian and Muslim men
want to be the rescuers of Muslim women in these plays. These men promise freedom to Muslim
women only to convert them to another form of domination. The representations of Muslim women
during the early modern period attempt to shape the stereotype of Muslim women as outspoken,
assertive, and devious. These negative adjectives help to create a negative collective unconscious
about Muslim women. Negative representations of Muslim men also contribute to the negative
collective unconscious of the period.
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This is the symbolization of Muslim male suppression over Christian order.
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CHAPTER 5.

5.1

DESDEMONA IN THE HAREM

Seraglio and the Harem: Understanding the Life behind the Walls
In the twenty-first century, Ottoman seraglio and harem life are still important subjects to

write and debate about. There are still many books written about women in harems and their
lives in seraglio. In addition, there are many first-hand harem accounts that have been turned
into biographies that are read and discussed widely. These biographical accounts mostly tell
stories of how harem women were brought to seraglio, how many years they lived in the
seraglio, how they were treated, and if they ended up in or outside of the seraglio.
The harem and seraglio are not only important subjects in the twenty-first century, they
were important subjects to observe, write, and discuss about during the sixteenth-century.
Women in harem, harem life, the Grand Sultan, and his seraglio were important subjects for the
sixteenth-century travelers, for whom understanding Ottoman women and their lives was as
important as understanding other Ottoman dynamics. As was discussed in chapter 2, although
most of the travelers did not interact with Turkish women directly, they had accounts describing
the attitudes, physical appearances, and daily lives of Turkish women both inside and outside the
seraglio, the harem, and their houses. As the figures in the second chapter show, women were
supposed to cover their entire bodies when they were outside. The same rule applied to seraglio
women when they wanted to go outside.
The Sultan’s seraglio was important and featured as the heart of the travel narratives
because in the seraglio, the Sultan had a separate part called the harem. As Tiryakioglu
described, the harem was the place “where the Ottoman Sultan kept countless beautiful women
he captured or enslaved for his own pleasures. Other than the Ottoman Sultan himself, both the
rich and privileged men and the administrative elite of the Ottoman Empire, such as the
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governors, pashas and beys 70 in the provinces, had harems in their private grounds” (129). 71 The
Sultan’s harem, became the center of all travel myths and Western accounts.
Although none of the Western travelers were allowed to enter the seraglio and harem, it
became the center of Western imagination and description, as well as Orientalist discourse.
Tiryakioglu says that in this “Orientalist discourse, the harem is primarily characterized as an
integral part of Islamic religion and it is considered as a theological component rather than a
cultural one” (131). The segregation of women from publicity is important in Islam to protect the
harem space. As well as protecting their harem space, women were also supposed to cover
themselves for protection. Islam and The Qur’an also suggests that women should cover
themselves: “stay quietly in your houses, and make not a dazzling display, [as in] 72 Times of
Ignorance like that of the former” (Ahzab/The Confederates 33-33); and, “O Prophet! Tell your
wives and daughters, and the believing women, that they should cast their outer garments over
their persons (when go out): that is most convenient, that they should be known (as such) and not
molested” (Ahzab/The Confederates 33-59). There is no such rule for men.
As described in previous chapters, the word harem, stemming from the Arabic root h-r-m,
does, in fact, mean “‘sacred’ or ‘forbidden’” (Sancar 44). Unlike Christian women, Muslim and
non-Muslim women were supposed to live in harem where they were not to interact with any
men or foreigners. They were only allowed to interact with eunuchs 73 who were responsible of
the harem. In the harem, there were also haremlik and selamlik parts which were designed
specifically for women and men. “Haremlik was the part of the Ottoman houses where husband
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Rank/name that was given to administrators of the Ottoman Empire.
Understanding that privileged ranks of the Ottoman Empire could have their own harems is important in order to
understand how Othello creates his own harem space in the citadel in Cyprus.
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I added words in brackets for the reference to “times before Islam.”
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Eunuchs were allowed to interact and protect the harem because they were considered to be harmless, as they
were castrated men.
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lived with his wife and children,” whereas selamlik was “the room or rooms where the man of
the house received male visitor” (Sancar 47). Thus, by separating the men and women, Turkish
society and custom separated the interaction between these two.
Keeping women in harem was very common among Ottoman Sultans. Osman III
specifically had strict rules on women. He did not want them to be in his presence when he was
around. In her book Women and Slavery in the Late Ottoman Empire, Madeline Zilfi supports
this view: “Osman III is said to have ordered the women of Topkapi Palace—five or six hundred
at the time—to stay out of sight when he came their way. To prevent accidental encounters, he
reportedly had taps attached to his footwear to signal his approach” (73). Osman might have had
other men with him, and he did not want the harem women to be seen by other men.
Leslie Pierce highlights the importance of the harem and its protection in her book The
Imperial Harem. Peirce describes the importance of harem for Ottoman sultans and men:
From the time of Suleyman, the inner palace was increasingly the central arena of
government. Its inhabitants—the sultan’s favorites and eunuchs, his mother and his
‘hasekis,’ 74 and the harem’s officers and black eunuch guards—acquired both formal
and informal influence over the sultan’s decisions. Far from being isolated from
public events, the high-ranking women of the harem lived at the heart of political
life. (235)
The life of Turkish women in the seraglio and in the harem was a very trendy topic
among European travelers during the sixteenth century. Traveler Jean Dumont’s description of
Turkish women is an excellent depiction for understanding their characteristics:
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A title used to describe the sultan’s favorite concubines.
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The Turkish women are the most charming creatures in the world: They seem to be
made for love; their actions, gestures, discourse and looks are all amorous and
admirably well fitted to kindle a soft and lasting passion. Since they have nothing
else to do the make it their only business to please which they do successfully and in
so natural and easy manner. 75 (qtd in Cirakman, 50)
Describing Turkish women as lustful seductresses, Dumont portrays Turkish women differently
than European women. The way Dumont describes Turkish women was well received by the
Europeans and thus helped create a negative consciousness about Turkish women. Like Dumont,
Robert Wither also wrote about Turkish women, and his description is very similar to Dumont’s:
And although the women may not be conversant with any other man than their
husbands, fathers, or brothers and although they love in lodgings apart, by
themselves, out of sight of men, and always go abroad with their faces covered; yet
many of them being extraordinarily wanton, and very dishonest and lascivious, who
taking the opportunity of their husband’s absence, at the wars or n some long
journey, under color of going to the baths, and being covered with all, go wither, and
to whom they lust, knowing that the worst of it is to put away, if so be it should at
any time be discovered. 76
Wither’s described Turkish women as deceitful, dishonest, and not ideal compared to European
women who were chaste and honest.
The interest in writing about Turkish women, their veils, attitudes, beauty, and
characteristics was at its highest point among the sixteenth century travelers. British diplomat Sir

75
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Paul Rycaut’s travel accounts were considered as the most salient of the travel narratives. His
depiction of Turkish women is again not different than his contemporaries. According to Sir Paul
Rycaut, Turkish women were “the most lascivious and immodest of all women,” and they “excel
in the most refined and ingenious subtilties [subtleties] to steal their pleasures.” 77 Although most
of the imagery of Turkish women looks positive, as they are charming and beautiful, it is still
negative because they are portrayed as dishonest and seductive. They look beautiful and chaste
because they are veiled; however, they are not as innocent as they seem behind the veil. That is
why all these depictions of Turkish women have negative connotations. The travel accounts
portray their veiling as deception. This deception marks the difference between European chaste
and innocent women and Turkish women.
Aaron Hill, another British traveler, described Turkish women as “sexual predators and
imagines what could happen if an ordinary man is surrounded by them” 78:
So lascivious are their Inclinations, that if by the ingenuity of their Contrivances they
can procure the Company of some Stranger in their Chamber, they claim
unanimously an equal share of his Caresses, and proceed by Lots to the Enjoyment
of his Person; nor he can permitted to leave them, till having exerted his utmost
Vigour in the Embraces of the whole company, he becomes incapable of further
Service, and is dispatch’d with the Thanks and Presents og the oblig’d Family. 79
Reading and understanding these images of Turkish women is really important to
understand Shakespeare’s depiction of Desdemona in Othello, where she represents the
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characteristics of Turkish women. I will refer to these descriptions of Turkish women when I
explain the depiction of Desdemona in the play.

5.2

Othello’s Harem
Are we turned Turks, and to ourselves do that
Which heaven hath forbid Ottomites?
— William Shakespeare, Othello (2.3.153-54)
All the depictions of stereotypical Turkish and Muslim women mentioned in previous

chapters are arguably influential to William Shakespeare’s Othello. Narratives of travels to the
Mediterranean and to Ottoman lands contributed to the definition and creation of the
stereotypical Turkish man in general, and Turkish women in particular. I claim that Shakespeare
could have picked up his information and understanding of Turkey and the culture of Islam by
reading travel writers such as Paul Rycaut and Richard Knolles, who fed the public interest by
describing characteristics of the Turks. According to Nail Matar, “throughout the period
extending from the accession of Queen Elizabeth I in 1558 until the death of Charles II in 1685,
the English and other Europeans met Muslims from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mediterranean and
Arabian Seas. Among the Europeans traveled to Turkey were pilgrims, traders and merchants”
(2). As a result of these travel narratives and political relations between Turks and the British,
Turkey became a familiar place to many British people, especially because they were “the most
widely visible non-Christian people on English soil in this period” (Matar 2). 80
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The quote continues: “more so than the Jews and the Amerian Indians, the chief Others in British Renaissance
history” (2).
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Shakespeare also might have used and read Richard Knolles’s travel narrative The
Generall Historie of the Turkes 81 or some similar source of information to represent Desdemona
and Othello as Oriental 82 and Turkish figures. In Othello: A Guide to the Play, Joan Lord Hall
says that Knolles’s source might have influenced Shakespeare both in terms of the VenetianTurk wars and Turkish social structure (22). 83 Shakespeare might have used some stories told in
Knolles’s book to frame his own tragedy. Knolles’s description of Turkish customs and Turkish
society might also have contributed to Shakespeare’s Othello. In this chapter, I will explain
different representations of Turkish women in Desdemona’s character based on the descriptions I
have provided above and in previous chapters. The first representation is the well-known one of
the uncontrollable, unstable, and lustful Turkish woman; on the other hand, there is the second
representation of the feminized and oppressed woman. Shakespeare created Desdemona’s
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Knolles claims the Turk, is a “greedy lion, lurking in his den” and ready to conquer all. The Turk is “so perished
the kingdoms of Bulgaria, Seriua, Bosna, and Epirus, with the famous illands of Rhodes and Cyprus” (5). Turks’
otherness and cruelty is highlighted by Knolles in his book and Shakespeare might have read these descriptions.
82
As I explained in a previous chapter, the term Orientalism was first introduced by Edward Said. Orientalism is
how the West perceives the East. According to Said, “Orientalism is a style of thought based upon an ontological
and epistemological distinction made between ‘the Orient’ and (most of the time) ‘the Occident.’ Thus a very large
mass of writers, among whom are poets, novelists, philosophers, political theorists, economists, and imperial
administrators, have accepted the basic distinction between East and West as the starting point for elaborate theories,
epics, novels, social descriptions, and political accounts concerning the Orient, its people, customs, ‘mind,’ destiny,
and so on” (2-3). Shakespeare’s representations of Othello and his representation of Desdemona as a submissive
Muslim woman might be read as an orientalist approach.
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In Othello: A Guide to the Play, Joan Lord Hall says that Othello was “performed right after the publication of
Knolles’s The Generall Historie of the Turkes” (12). Hall also claims that “Othoman, the founder of the Turkish
dynasty, discussed by Knolles, may have influenced the name of Shakespeare’s hero, Othello” (22). There are two
stories that Shakespeare might have read and taken as a source of his own play. The first one is Knolles’ The
Generall Historie of the Turkes. In his book, Knolles tells the story of Bassa Ionuses and his wife Manto who might
be the “precursors of Othello and Desdemona” (Vaughan 78). Othello’s jealousy resembles that of Ionuses’ and in
the end Othello kills Desdemona like Ionuses killed Manto. Ionuses stabs Manto unlike Othello. Like Manto,
Desdemona does not do anything until the end of the story. The second story that is known as Shakespeare’s
“immediate source” (Vaughan 83) is Giraldi Cinthio’s Hecatommithi, published in 1565. It is the story of
Disdemona and a Moorish Captain who is fooled by his villainous Ensign. This story might have given Shakespeare
some idea to frame his own tragedy. The Moorish captain travels to Cyprus with Disdemona. The Ensign is in love
with Disdemona but angry with her rejection, so he plans against their happy marriage. He claims that Disdemona
cheats on the Moor with the Corporal. There is a handkerchief scene in this play as well. Ensign shows a
handkerchief to the Moor and the story ends with Disdemona’s murder.
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character with both characteristic traits: she is outspoken and brave but at the same time obedient
and submissive. 84
Shakespeare weaves Desdemona’s character change (from Christian woman to Turkish
woman) very smoothly into the text. The progression of the change in Desdemona and Othello’s
characters is well orchestrated by Shakespeare:
1. First, she meets Othello,
2. Then, we are introduced to the Turkish fleet (the first clue that Desdemona’s
character would change),
3. She marries Othello (a big step in her life),
4. Then, she opposes her father (here, her character had started changing already),
5. She moves to Cyprus with Othello (her downfall starts here as well as a change in
Othello’s character), where
6. Her actions and movements are restrained inside the citadel,
7. Her friendships are restrained (she is not allowed to see Cassio anymore),
8. She is imprisoned in her harem, and
9. Finally, she is slandered and murdered.
I claim that Shakespeare could have picked up the hints about social structures and
customs from the travel narratives and in Knolles’s book. He could also have picked up the
stories of increasing confinement and submissiveness in Knolles’s stories and travel narratives. 85
Shakespeare is constructing a reality out of these materials. He uses intertextuality to frame his
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In Othello: A Contextual History, Virginia Vaughan asserts that the story of Bassa Ionuses and his wife Manto in
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stories and characters might have influenced Shakespeare’s creation of Othello and Desdemona, as Vaughan says
that in these stories the main themes are the submissiveness of women and Muslim men’s jealousy (80-83).
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own tragedy. Shakespeare also takes an Orientalist stand regarding Turks. His depiction of the
malignant and bad-tempered Othello leads Desdemona to be represented as a submissive Muslim
woman. By representing Othello as having “turned Turk” and the citadel in Cyprus as a harem,
in this chapter I argue that Shakespeare draws upon a typical representation of Muslim women in
his representation of Desdemona. The representation of Desdemona as a Turkish woman
depends on the vagueness of the Mediterranean world, which needs to be explored. Thus,
Shakespeare’s play takes place after the characters leave Venice for Cyprus.
In this chapter, I will analyze Desdemona’s and Othello’s characters based on the travel
narratives and Shakespeare’s knowledge of Turkish customs and society. To support my
argument that Shakespeare might have read travel narratives and Knolles’s book to depict his
characters, first I will explain that travel might have an effect on people’s characters. Getting
used to new cultures, social norms, and people changes people’s attitudes and behaviors. It also
changes how people perceive and receive the things around themselves. Adapting to the social
structures and norms of new geographies and places changes people’s characters because people
want to be accepted in the new environments and try to accommodate to the new rules. In
Shakespeare’s Othello, changing geographies—going from Venice to Cyprus—has effects on
Desdemona’s and Othello’s characteristics. The farther they get away from Venice, the more the
stark change in their characters becomes vivid throughout the play.
William Shakespeare’s Othello, written in 1603, is “perhaps the best of the great
tragedies” (Bhattacharyya 244). Offering different characters with different backgrounds,
Shakespeare’s tragedy is complex in action and emotionally strong. It is about a Venetian lady,
Desdemona, and a Moorish lieutenant, Othello, whose story starts in Venice (Europe) and ends
in Cyprus (Turkish land). They fall in love, get married without Desdemona’s father’s consent,
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and move to Cyprus. As soon as they move to Cyprus, gradual changes start to happen both in
Desdemona and Othello’s lives and characters. This geographical change progresses through the
rest of the play until it results in Desdemona’s death.
The play starts in Venice. Shakespeare’s selection of geographies is important to be noted
here because when characters change place and geographies, the change in their characters is
unavoidable. Shakespeare’s characters adapt to the geography and the geographical changes very
quickly and represent those changes in their characters. For example, Venice was known as the
“virgin city,” whereas Cyprus was already conquered by Turks (Vaughan 17). Venice represents
“Christian civility,” whereas Cyprus represents the “Ottoman’s barbarism” (Vaughan 22). Daniel
Vitkus highlights the importance of Cyprus and the geography by saying that “On sixteenthcentury English maps of the Mediterranean world, Cyprus appears in the extreme southeastern
corner, encircled by Egypt, Syria, and Turkey” (94). 86 That is why when Desdemona and Othello
change geographies, the change in their characters becomes more obvious. Being circled by
Turkey geographically, Cyprus is represented as a new Ottoman territory for Desdemona and
Othello where they should adapt to the social norms and rules. While Cyprus represents Ottoman
culture because it is surrounded by Turkey geographically, is occupied by Turks, and can be
converted to Islam, Venice represents Europe and naivety. 87 Shakespeare knew the myth of
Venice as a “virgin city” when he wrote Othello (Vaughan 17). Creating Desdemona as a virgin
in the virgin city, Shakespeare implied that both Venice and Desdemona’s virginity are under
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Vitkus, Daniel. Turning Turk: English Theatre and the Multicultural Mediterranean, 1570-1630. New York:
Palgrave-MacMillian, 2003.
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Daniel Vitkus explains the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in his book Turning Turk. He writes that “Shakespeare’s
play does not provide a historically accurate representation of the real invasion of Cyprus by the Turks in 1571 or of
any other Ottoman attempt to conquer the island. Cyprus was formally ceded by Venice to the Turks in 1573, after
three years of futile resistance, including blood sieges at Nicosia and Famagusta. This was thirty years before
Othello was first performed in London. Thus, English audiences watching a play set in Cyprus under Venetian rule
would have interpreted this setting as a vulnerable outpost that was destined to be swallowed up by the Turks and
converted to Islamic rule” (95).
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attack, which is very metaphorical. If the Venetian army cannot protect Venice from the Turkish
fleet, how are they supposed to protect Desdemona from Othello, who is also considered as a
threat for the Venetian society? Venetians, including Desdemona’s father, cannot prevent
Desdemona and Othello’s marriage, and as a result, Desdemona gets married to Othello and
leaves Venice. Desdemona and Venice are “penetrated” by Othello’s metaphorical fleet. Vitkus
says, “The play’s first act presents a clear analogy between Othello’s successful theft of
Desdemona and the Turks’ equally treacherous attempt to steal Cyprus” (92). Othello is
identified with the Turks in the play. The Turkish fleet and possible conversion of Cyprus to
Islam creates a panic in the play, and Othello is sent to Cyprus to protect the city and prevent the
possible conversion. This is very metaphorical because, as I will discuss later in this chapter,
Othello cannot prevent his and Desdemona’s metaphorical conversion under the Turks. When
they change geographies, the metaphorical conversion in their characteristics already starts to
happen. The first act takes place in Venice. After the first act, the setting changes and the play
takes place in Cyprus until the end. Daniel Vitkus writes that
The choice of this island as a setting for much of the play is Shakespeare’s (Cinthio’s
text does not refer to such a locale), and there are particular features of the island that
make it well suited for Shakespeare’s imaginative geography. The voyage from
Venice to Venetian Cyprus constituted a journey from the margins of Christendom to
a surrounded and besieged outpost. (94)
One of the first things we learn about Venice is its concern with the Turkish fleet.
Although Turks are not seen on the stage, their fame is strongly felt. 88 According to Virginia
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In 1603, the Ottoman Empire controlled most of Eastern Europe, one third of the world. “Venice was a leading
bastion of Christian civilization. As a nation of traders, it depended on open sea lanes; to preserve its shipping
routes, Venice maintained garrisons throughout the Mediterranean. The security of Rhodes and Cyprus was
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Vauhgan, throughout the play, characters refer to Turks and the Turkish fleet as if “the audience
knows who that enemy is” (22). “A Turkish fleet” which is “bearing up to Cyprus” starts the
play, causing panic in the palace of the Doge (1.2.8). The danger posed by the Turks frightens
Venetians and Venetian civilization. In his book, Richard Knolles points to Venetian issue: “The
Venetians had ever great care of the island of Cyprus, as lying farre from them in the middest of
the sworne enemies of the Christian religion, and had therefore oftentimes determined to have
fortified the same . . .” (qtd. in Vitkus 94). 89 This is why the Venetians need Othello to defend
them against the fleet, because the Venetian army tries to stop the Turkish fleet. Daniel Vitkus
asserts that:
The desperate lack of manly leadership in Venice is dramatized in the first act of
Othello, when an alien is given charge of the protection of the Venetian empire
against the Turk. To the English audience this reliance on a Moorish renegade-type
like Othello would have been almost as shocking as the elopement and
miscegenation permitted by Venetian senate. (94)
For the English audience and Venetians, Othello himself is also an outsider and should
not be trusted. That is why all of the Venetian men, including Desdemona’s father, opposes their
marriage. Although Othello is a baptized Christian, he is still an outsider and represents a threat
to the society and to Desdemona. John Salway asserts that Othello is the “indispensable military
leader” whose duty is “to defend the Venetian State against the threat of another barbarous
‘other,’ the Turk” (115). 90 Even the Duke demonstrates that point when he first meets Othello:

precarious at best, and in 1571 Venice lost the latter island to the Turks. Not surprisingly, Venetians defined the
Turks as irrational, deceitful, and cruel” (Vaughan 23).
89
Knolles, Richard. Generall Historie of the Turkes. London, 1603.
90
“Two types of Venetian-Turkish confrontation circulated in early seventeenth century London: on a mythical
level, the conflict was Manichean, symbolic of the universal struggle between the forces of good and evil; on a
political level, the conflict was practical, focusing on the trade and the balance of power among European nations
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DUKE: Valiant Othello we must straight employ you,
Against the general enemy Ottoman. 91 (1.3.47-48)
By using the adjective “valiant” here, the Duke puts Othello on par with the Turks he
must oppose. 92 In the opening scene, Roderigo also depicts Othello as an “extravagant and
wheeling stranger / of here end everywhere” (I. I. 137-38). There are two fearful and valiant
others on the stage: the Turks and Othello, fearful enough to help create a negative collective
unconscious about black Moors and Turks (both of them are Muslims). Since Othello and the
Turks are both “others,” 93 any slander of the Turks unintentionally wounds Othello’s reputation.
Othello’s otherness is highlighted several times in the play. He is always called and addressed as
“him” (as well as “he” and “his) at the very beginning of the play, as in this scene:
RODERIGO: Thou told’st me,
Thou didst hold him in thy hate.
IAGO: Despise me
If I do not. Three Great-ones of the City
(In personal suit to make me his Lieutenant)
Off-capp’d to him: and by the faith of man
I know my price, I am worth no worse a place.
But he (as loving his own pride, and purposes)

and allowing for changing alliances and even negotiations with the Ottoman Empire. Both discourses inform
Othello.” (Salway 115).
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According to Knolles, Turks are “like a greedy lion lurking in his den, lay in wait for them all” and “the Turk [is]
devoid of all faith and humanity” (5-7). This fear of Turks is highly emphasized during the first lines of Othello. It
might be said that Shakespeare read Knolles’s book before he wrote Othello.
92
Addressing Othello as Valiant is foreshadowing in the play for further changes in his character. His character is
similar to his enemy’s character.
93
In her book Othello a Contextual Story, Virginia Vaughan states that “European distrust of alien cultures was
nothing new in 1604. From the ancient Greek to the present, Edward Said has shown, European culture partly
defined itself in opposition to the Orient” (13).
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Evades them, with a bombast circumstance (1.1.9-17)
Virginia Vaughan says that “In contrast to Othello, Venice seems sure of its identity as
the play begins—urban and civilized; as Brabantio exclaims ‘This is Venice; / my house is not a
grange’” (22). 94 Later in the play Othello characterizes a Turk as a “circumcised dog” (5.2.34).
The suggestion of his otherness may well be that he too is a circumcised dog. 95 His otherness is
highlighted in the play several times: when Iago warns Brabantio he says “you’ll have your
daughter covered with a Barbary horse; you will have courses for cousins and gennets for
germans (1.1.111). In the opening scene Roderigo calls him “thick-lips” instead of calling him
with his name (1.1.67). Othello is a stranger in the city and is a threat to Brabantio’s house and to
Venetian society.
In his book The Properties of Othello, James Calderwood says that “For the sudden
courtship of Desdemona by Othello has its public correlative in the threatened capture of Cyprus
by Turks. Just as the barbarous Turks threaten to seize the Venetian property of Cyprus, so
Othello has seized the Brabantian property of Desdemona” (22). Othello steals a “jewel”
(1.3.198) and “stowed” her away (1.2.63), for his own use. In the opening scene Iago refers to
Othello as “thieves” (1.1.79) by hinting to Brabantio that Othello stole the “jewel” (1.3.198).
Iago uses animal imagery to tell Brabantio that “an old black ram / is tupping your white ewe”
(1.1.89).
The adjectives and nouns that are used to described Othello emphasize that he does not
belong to Venice and that maybe it is time for him to go to Cyprus and fight with Turks, because
Brabantio says it is not the duty of “wealthy curled darlings of our nation” to fight with them
(1.2.69). The insinuation is that Othello himself is a threat and the other, just like the Turks.
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Othello, 1.1.106.
Othello’s otherness and his relation with Turks will be explained further in the chapter.
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There is only one difference between Turks and Othello: Othello himself is present and involved
physically in the play, whereas Turks are just an unseen threat in the play. Although Turks are
not present in the play, they are represented in Othello’s character. As I will discuss later in this
chapter, Othello turns Turk at the end of the play, representing the barbaric Turks himself.
When everyone is against Othello and considers him a threat, 96 Desdemona is the only
character who supports and protects him. Although this protection and dedication causes her own
downfall and death, she chooses to be with him. When Brabantio, Desdemona’s father, learns
that they are married, he is against it because of Othello’s status as an outsider. He accuses him
of charming Desdemona. It is important to note here that although all of the Venetian men are
against Desdemona and Othello’s marriage because of Othello’s identity, the play starts with a
conversation between Iago and Roderigo. They talk about money and marriage and sarcastically
define Desdemona as a “prize to be contested and won” (Calderwood 21). In Religion in the Age
of Shakespeare, Christopher Baker says that “Othello’s military generalship and baptism as a
Christian are not enough to keep this dark-skinned Moor from being censured by the father of
Desdemona.” However, Desdemona is brave enough to object to her father and marry Othello;
“once her love is given she trusts her man and fully enough” to leave her father’s house and go
into “exile” with him (Mackenzie 245). When Brabantio accuses Othello of bewitching his
daughter, Desdemona bravely says:
DESDEMONA: My noble father,
I do perceive here a divided duty,
To you I am bond for life, and education:
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This is a dramatic irony. Characters know that Othello is not good for Desdemona and he is a threat for her as well
as a threat to Venetians. The more Venetian men try to protect Desdemona from marrying Othello, the more she
wants to be with him. Her journey to her death is felt by the characters, some of whom try to prevent it. However,
she chooses to be with Othello and chooses her own path.
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My life and education both do learn me,
How to respect you. You are the Lord of duty,
I am hitherto your daughter. But here’s my husband;
And so much duty, as my mother show’d
To you, preferring you before her father:
So much I challenge, that I may profess
Due to the Moor my Lord. (1.3.24-33)
All of the characters highlight the differences between her and Othello, and when
Desdemona complains about Iago being a slanderer, Iago replies: “Nay it is true: or else I am a
Turk” (2.1.114). 97 By saying “or else I am a Turk,” Iago might have signified circumcision,
which is considered as a barbaric deed by the English. Circumcision also means conversion from
Christianity to Islam; it symbolizes a threat for Iago, and he claims to be a Turk (a circumcised
one) if he does not tell the truth. 98 Since Turks convert Christians to Islam, they are called and
displayed as “barbarous, cruel, tyrant, bloodthirsty” on the Elizabethan stage (McJannet 16).
After hearing Iago’s speech and feeling the threat posed by Turks in the play, English audiences
might have thought, “what it meant to be a Turk was itself a disturbingly illusive and unstable
identity” (Vitkus 56). Thus, by claiming to be a Turk, Iago’s answer is a reflection of
stereotyping the other, the Muslim other. While representing Turks, their bloody deeds, and
Turkish imagery, Othello helped construct binary oppositions such as Christian-Muslim and
civilized-uncivilized (because of circumcision) between English identity and the Turkish alien.
Stephen Greenblatt asserts that “individuals achieve self-fashioning in relation to
something perceived as alien, strange or hostile. This threating other—heretic, savage, witch,
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“Hiç de değil, hepsi doğru, yalansa sünnet etsinler beni” (Turkish Translation, Nutku 63).
Circumcision also refers to uncivilized society since it is a bloody deed.
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adulteress, traitor, Anti-Christ—must be discovered or reinvented in order to be attacked and
destroyed” (9). Displaying the Turks 99 as the other and enemy at the gate, it is suggested that
they should be destroyed. As the enemy at the gate was displayed as cruel, beastly, and
bloodthirsty, prejudices against the other became unavoidable. As discussed by Virginia Vaughn
in her book Othello a Contextual Story, “The discourse of Orientalism and colonialism, which
thrived in Italy, Spain, and France during Middle Ages had moved to England by Renaissance.
When Shakespeare wrote Othello, both were lively issues in text and diplomacy” (14). The
representation and perception of the exotic other became an important subject to talk and debate
about. Thus, Othello represents a threat not only for the city of Venice but also for Desdemona.
As he symbolically turns Turk at the end of the play, his effect on changing Desdemona’s
character becomes inevitable. He is the other in the society, and like Turks, he is invading
Desdemona and changing her character.
The fear of Turks is important not only for creating negative Turkish imagery in the play;
we might also say that this fear of unseen cruel Turks in the play is part of Shakespeare’s
representation of Desdemona’s character as a stereotypical Turkish woman. 100 To prevent the
fleet, Othello and Desdemona have to go to Cyprus, where Desdemona gradually turns into a
submissive woman because she adapts to the geography and social norms of the environment,
which is already under Turkish attack. The more she stays in Cyprus, the more her character
changes. The fear of Turks not only causes Othello and Desdemona to change their environment
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Virginia Vaughan says “in Shakespeare’s day, the Eastern Other—The Turk—was not only transformed but
demonized as well in a European frenzy or fear and hatred that indicate just how threatened the West really felt”
(23).
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It is important to note here that Desdemona is not ethnically Turkish. She is a European Christian woman who is
expected to be submissive and obedient. However, after marrying, her character changes. She is not submissive
anymore, rebels against her father, and becomes the mirror image of her Turkish husband. When she changes places
from Venice to Cyprus, she seems to be submissive; however, she is not. Othello thinks she is always on the go and
talks to men, and he wants her to be in her room all the time to control her.
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but also causes them to change their characteristic traits. Joan Lord Hall says that “Cyprus is the
perfect setting” for her character change because Cyprus is “physically more vulnerable to
Turkish invasion than is Venice” (30). When Desdemona leaves Italy and starts living in Cyprus,
her personality changes. She becomes more submissive when she enters a new place where there
are Turks around as well. Essentially, Desdemona was a headstrong woman before she gradually
starts to represent Turkish women’s characteristics and becomes more dependent on Othello. She
is outspoken before she goes to Cyprus, but after she follows Othello to Cyprus, she becomes
more silent and dependent.
In Shakespeare, Jonson and the Myth of Venice, David McPherson says that “Desdemona
is eloquent and bold in speaking out before a Venetian Council” (89). She is headstrong enough
to oppose her father. James Calderwood says that “Desdemona shares in this uplifting moment.
By affirming that she went Othello freely, she redefines her own status. Becoming Othello’s wife
has freed her from being tethered as Brabantio’s daughterly chattel” (29). After defining her
status as a married woman with Othello, she is represented outspoken enough to speak in front of
a Venetian court consisting of men:
DESDEMONA: Most gracious Duke,
To my unfolding lend your prosperous ear,
And let me find a charter in your voice.
T’assist my simpleness. (1.3.23-46)
She is aware that she behaves inappropriately in front of the council. She apologizes for
being outspoken. 101 But she makes her own decision to marry Othello. She chooses Othello, and
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She is aware that she is not acting properly according to Venetian social norms. First, she goes against her
father’s consent and marries Othello. Then, she defends herself and her marriage, which is not expected from a
Christian European woman. Because acting improperly against social norms is an expected behavior of Turkish
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she turns down Venice’s “curled darlings” (1.2.69) for him. Desdemona’s boldness, however,
turns into submissiveness as soon as she marries Othello, and her submissiveness grows when
she goes to Cyprus. As McPherson says, “In Othello Shakespeare begins his play in the city and
later shifts the scene, creating rich comparisons and contrasts between Venice and Cyprus”
(117). Othello supports Desdemona’s growing submissiveness. He needs to find a proper place
for her:
OTHELLO: Most humbly therefore bending to your state,
I crave fit disposition for my wife,
Due reference of place, and exhibition,
with such accommodation and besort
As levels with her breeding (1.3.14-18)
In medieval romances and epics, the way to control and feminize an uncontrollable
Turkish woman or Princess is to convert them to Christianity. In Shakespeare’s play, it is Othello
who is metaphorically converting Desdemona into his ideal woman by marrying her. M. R.
Ridley claims that Othello’s speech is full of words expressing “suitability, fit, due, besort,”
which means he needs to find a proper place for Desdemona (6). By finding the proper place for
her and trying to create a harem like space, Othello represents a characteristic of the Ottoman
man who tries to protect his own harem and women from the public. As I discussed earlier in this
chapter and in previous chapters, accommodating the women was very important in Ottoman
society. Finding women a proper place had two meanings: marking territory and providing
protection. Corienne Abate says that

women, this is also foreshadows the change in her personality. As soon as she gets married to Othello, she is not
controllable any more.

95
The early-modern home and family were in many ways microcosmic version of state
and church, arenas of surveillance where women may have been hidden but never
entirely abandoned. Often of course, domestic space provided a more intense and
more immediate form of patriarchal pressure, serving as a region where women were
most vulnerable to men. (4)
The house is the proper place for a Muslim Turkish woman as well as a Christian woman.
She belongs to domesticity because they are responsible for guarding their virginity, a major
theme. In Shakespeare’s Invention of Othello, Martin Elliot claims that “Desdemona’s removal
to Cyprus does serve to solve the problem of Desdemona’s lodgment” (6). She is taken from her
father’s house where she is free and more outspoken. Later, she finds herself in a citadel in
Cyprus, which was under Turkish occupation. She needs to be very careful about her manners
and behaviors as a married woman, because as she changes geography, she adapts to the social
structures and norms of the new environment, where possibly most of the Turkish women were
very careful about their behaviors and manners. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, the first
thing travelers noted was the manners and behaviors of Turkish women. All the travelers
mentioned that Turkish women do not interact with other men unless these men are family
members or brothers or husbands. Thus, Desdemona’s new environment, which is considered a
Turkish territory, makes her change the way she acts and behaves. When she was in Venice, she
was free and she did not have any problems with talking to other men or strangers. Changing her
lodgment—from her father’s house to her husband’s house—can be considered as her so-called
conversion. Through Iago and Roderigo, Shakespeare makes it explicit that Desdemona is taken
from her father’s house, an interior space in which she has freedom:
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RODERIGO: Signior is all your family within?
Iago: Are your doors lock’d?
...........................
BRABANTIO: What tell’st thou me of robbing?
This is Venice: my house is not grange (1.1.32-33/26-27)
When she moves to Cyprus she leaves in a citadel where she has a growing
submissiveness towards “Her Lord,” Othello. Corine Abate says that “in the domestic sphere
women were men’s partners of ‘helpmeets’ as well as their subordinates” (95). Considering that
Cyprus is under the Turks’ control, 102 Desdemona is domesticized in Cyprus 103 like many other
domesticized non-Muslim women. 104 When she starts calling Othello her lord, she represents the
characteristics of a Turkish woman. She is domesticized and metaphorically converted into a
Muslim woman when she starts calling Othello her master and her lord. Her metaphorical
conversion to Turkish woman and her domestication is clearly highlighted in the play by
Shakespeare. Whenever she is present when other men are around in the citadel, Othello feels
uncomfortable and tries to take her back to their chamber or bedroom. He is adapting to the
nature of the environment in Cyprus, where he becomes more macho and protective. His
metaphorical conversion to a Turk is notable when he takes Desdemona into their chamber when
there are more men around:
OTHELLO: Come Desdemona, ‘tis the soldiers’ life
To have their balmy slumbers wak’d with strife. 105 (1.2.31-32)

102

“Ottoman Empire invaded Cyprus in 1570” (Goffman 181).
Domestication is metaphorical here because Cyprus is now under Turkish control and it is also domesticized.
Cyprus is also turned Turk after the Turkish conquest.
104
She is taken into a private sphere in Cyprus which is going to be a harem space for her. Non-Muslim women are
taken to a harem where they become the subject of Ottoman Sultans and their mothers.
105
Stage direction refers to Othello leading Desdemona to their chamber, which means he literally wants her to be
separated from other men’s presence.
103

97
Desdemona is entrapped within her own domesticity in her own bedroom in a Turkish
territory. She tries to bring Othello “comfort and content” in Cyprus like a submissive and
obedient Turkish woman (Greenblatt 243). When she tries to comfort him, Othello never asks
her opinion nor asks for her help. Even when she asks Othello’s help for Cassio, she is “obedient
to her husband and therefore, by definition in her case, submissive” (Elliott 87). During their
conversation she asks Othello many times, and when Othello agrees to meet Casio, she says:
DESDEMONA: Tell me Othello. I wonder in my soul
What you would ask me, that I should deny,
Or stand so mamm’ring on? (3.3.2-4)
It is very obvious that Desdemona’s growing submissiveness is the result of her belief in
her husband. It can be seen that Desdemona puts herself into her husband’s hand in Cyprus.
Cyprus was under Turkish control, which makes it a homogenic society: non-Muslims and
Muslims were living together. Desdemona has limited mobility in this homogenic society; she is
always in the citadel with Emilia who is her only friend.
Because Othello has control in Cyprus, he should be able to protect Desdemona. But the
more he controls her—as thinks he does—the more jealous he becomes and the more he fails to
protect her. Thus, as Desdemona grows submissive, Othello’s increasing jealousy affects
Desdemona’s character. In Othello a Contextual History, Virginia Vaughan says that “Cyprus’s
geographical and political position mirror Othello’s psychic situation. This positioning makes
him turn Turk,” because Cyprus was invaded by Turks in the sixteenth century and was a
Turkish domain (22). 106 Thus, as I said earlier in this chapter, changing geographies can affect
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Geographies have impact on people’s personalities. They change people’s personality. For example,
Mediterranean people are known as being friendlier whereas Middle Eastern people are known as more possessive.
Shakespeare might have read travel narratives that describe Turkish men as more possessive, whereas Turkish
women are more submissive.
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people and their state of mind. Othello metaphorically starts acting and thinking like a Turk
when they move to Cyprus. That is why his psychology and character are reflected by the
political and geographical differences.
When Desdemona arrives in Cyprus, she finds herself under the protection of Othello.
She starts living in a citadel which becomes the mark of Othello’s protection. 107 Desdemona’s
lodgment is important because Turks were a very private people. Asli Sancar’s book Ottoman
Women: Myth and Reality supports this position as well:
The Ottomans were extremely private people. They exercised great propriety
regarding their personal lives. Ottoman women were sequestered in the harems,
which were deemed to be sacred places , and they close social contact only with
their immediate male blood relatives such as brothers and fathers or their husbands
and father-in-law. Male foreigners were never allowed to enter the harem, so it
would have been virtually impossible for a male European traveler to give a firsthand account of women and life in Ottoman harem. He would have had to rely,
instead, on what he had read about them in other sources, hearsay from other
foreigners or his own fantasy. (10)
The citadel represents a harem-like interior space for Desdemona. In the citadel in
Cyprus, Othello creates a haremlik room for Desdemona. The harem was one of the rooms and
parts in the Sultan’s palace in the Ottoman Empire. The Sultan’s palace had hundreds of rooms
and chambers and meeting places. The harem was one of these areas. It was protected by
eunuchs, and men were not allowed to enter this part of the palace. In Cyprus, Othello creates a
haremlik space for Desdemona. In this harem or haremlik, we see Desdemona with Emilia and
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In the Arden edition, Norton Edition, the stage directions highlight that the location is the citadel’s garden in Act
2, Scene 3.
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Iaogo. Othello has marked his territory in this part of the citadel, and he forbids Cassio and any
other men from being present in there, as they represent a threat to Othello’s harem. 108 By
turning the room into a metaphorical harem, Othello tries to stop Desdemona’s connection with
other men, especially with Cassio after Iago pours the seeds of poison into Othello’s mind.
Before Iago starts telling Othello that Desdemona and Cassio are having an affair, he speaks and
thinks aloud in Act 2, Scene 2, and makes readers and audiences know about his bloody plan:
IAGO: That Cassio loves her, I do well believe’t:
That she loves him, ‘tis apt, and of great credit.
The Moor (howbeit that I endure him not)
Is of a constant, loving, noble nature,
And I dare think, he’ll prove to Desdemona
A most dear husband. Mow, I do love her too,
Not out of absolute lust, (though peradventure
I stand accomptant for as great sin)
But partly led to diet my revenge,
For that I do suspect the lusty Moor
Hath leap’d into my seat. The thought whereof,
Doth (like a poisonous mineral) gnaw my inwards:
And nothing can, or shall content my soul
Till I am even’d with him, wife, for wife.
Or failing so, yet that I put the Moor,
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In Cyprus there is a real castle called Othello’s castle which represents a harem in the way it looks and is
constructed. It has high walls and many chambers and rooms. One of these rooms or chambers can be considered to
be Othello’s haremlik where he kills Desdemona and where he tries to keep her.
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At least into a jealousy so strong
That the judgment cannot cure. (2.1.29-25)
In this scene, audiences and readers are told Iago’s plan, but Othello and Desdemona do
not know what is waiting for them. Iago’s plan to violate Othello’s marriage, norms, and beliefs
works perfectly, and Othello believes in the idea that Cassio and Desdemona are having a love
affair. Although Iago’s dishonesty is clear for the audience and readers, Othello emphasizes that
“Iago is most honest” and he chooses his side of the story to believe (2.2.25). When Iago’s plan
works, Othello dismisses Cassio from his duty and he starts to believe that Desdemona is
violating his harem and trespassing the marriage rules.
He becomes more aggressive and violent when he hears about the possible love affair
between Cassio and Desdemona, and he tries to restrict Desdemona’s actions outside the citadel.
After he dismisses Cassio from his duty, Othello starts to suspect them more, and every time he
sees Desdemona and Cassio together, he thinks Cassio is flirting with Desdemona and violating
his territory. In Act 3, Scene 3, Cassio, Emilia, and Desdemona are together in the citadel, and
Desdemona assures Cassio that Othello listens to her and takes care of her wishes, so she will
talk to Othello and make sure that he gives Cassio his job back:
Enter Desdemona, Cassio, and Emilia 109
DESDEMONA: Be thou assur’d (good Cassio) I will do
All my abilities in thy behalf.
EMILIA: Good Madam do:
I warrant it grieves my husband,
As if the cause were his. 110
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DESDEMONA: Oh that’s an honest fellow: Do not doubt Cassio
But I will have my Lord, and you again
As friendly as you were. (3.318-26).
Emilia informs Desdemona that Othello is coming. As soon as Cassio hears that Othello
is arriving, he wants to leave, but his desire to flee grabs Othello’s attention. After Cassio’s
sudden departure, Othello further questions the idea that Cassio is spending time with
Desdemona in his very own house, since Cassio basically runs away as soon as he sees Othello:
Enter Othello and Iago. 111
EMILIA: Madam, here comes my Lord.
CASSIO: Madam, I’ll take my leave.
DESDEMONA: Why stay, and hear me speak.
CASSIO: Madam, not now: I am very ill at ease,
Unfit for mine own purposes.
DESDEMONA: Well, Do your discretion. [Exits Cassio] 112
IAGO: Hah? I like not that.
OTHELLO: What dost thou say?
IAGO: Nothing my Lord; or if-I know not what.
OTHELLO: Was not that Cassio parted from my wife? (3.3.22-31)
In this scene, Desdemona tries to convince Othello that Cassio is innocent and he should
be given back his job. Othello gets more jealous when Desdemona protects Cassio and insists
that Cassio should be back to his duty. That is why when she wants to talk to Othello, but
Othello does not want to talk and he avoids the discussion:
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OTHELLO: Not now (sweet Desdemon) some other time.
DESDEMONA: But shall’t be shortly?
OTHELLO: The sooner (sweet) for you.
DESDEMONA: Shall’t be tonight, at supper?
OTHELLO: No, not tonight.
DESDEMONA: Tomorrow dinner then?
OTHELLO: I shall not dine at home:
I meet the Captains at the Citadel.
DESDEMONA: Why then tomorrow night, on Tuesday morn,
On Tuesday noon, or night; on Wednesday morn,
I prithee name the time, but let it not
Exceed three days. . . . (3.3.20-32)
Desdemona’s pure and naïve intentions on calling Cassio back are well understood by the
audience, but Othello does not know this, and he is already so heavily poisoned with the seeds of
jealousy by Iago that he is too blind to see the truth. The more Desdemona insists, the more
Othello thinks there is something wrong. Why does she insist on having Cassio back? Does she
enjoy his company more than that of Othello’s? Is she interested in him because he is Venetian
and Othello is not? These might be the questions that Othello thinks of when Desdemona wants
to talk about Cassio more. Desdemona always talk to Cassio and Emilia in the citadel; we never
see her outside the citadel with her friends. She never tours around Cyprus and physically enjoys
the city. She is either at the garden inside the citadel or with Emilia in her bedroom. When we do
see her outside the citadel or her metaphorical harem-like bedroom, Othello always tries to
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restrict her to their private apartment. Their private bedroom is equivalent to a harem. 113 Only
women and the husband were allowed to enter the harem. 114
In The Manners and Customs of all Nations, Joennas Boemus noted that in Islamic
discourse women “did not come where a company of men gathered together,” adding also that
when praying, men and women are separated and are not allowed to practice together, as it was
“monstrous” in Islamic discourse if a man “ever sits and rides with a woman” (148). Thus,
Othello does not want Desdemona to be shown when Cassio or other men are around. He is also
not happy to know that Cassio and Desdemona spend time together when he is not around. That
is why he turns their bedroom into a harem to protect Desdemona from other men’s presence. He
is bothered with the idea that specifically Cassio is around with her, and by creating his own
harem in the citadel, Othello tries to prevent Desdemona’s connection with Cassio and any other
men. He adapts to the geography and Turkish customs in Cyprus, as Turks were the dominating
power, because the more one interacts with a particular group of people, the more changes in
their manner and behavior are notable. Knowing that he lives in an environment that is under the
control of the Turkish fleet, and assuming that he interacts with Turks, the change in his
character is seen clearly; he becomes more strict and aggressive in his interactions with
Desdemona. The geography they live in metaphorically transfers them into Turks. Othello
metaphorically creates a harem in the citadel, and Desdemona adapts to the life in this harem and
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“For centuries the harem myth has immensely influenced the minds of Westerners. According to the myth,
Ottoman women (Oriental women in general), were indolent, erotic and untrustworthy. They were depicted in both
words and pictures as sex objects whose main purpose of existence was to provide pleasure for the male libido. This
stereotype was typically represented in paintings of the female save or odalisque (odalik in Turkish, drawn as an
exotic nude reclining on a sofa awaiting the amorous attentions of her master. The origin of this myth lies in the
work of the early Oriental scholars” (Sancar 38).
114
“The word harem, stemming from the Arabic root h-r-m, does, in fact, mean ‘sacred’ or ‘forbidden’” (Sancar 44).
Othello tries to protect his harem, his privacy, from all other men.
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acts accordingly. Their metaphorical conversion to Turkish men and women gradually brings
about their end.
In Ottoman Women: Myth and Reality, Asli Sancar says that “In general, access to the
female harem is forbidden to males” (45). If any other men try to enter the bedroom, they violate
the women’s privacy. When there is a quarrel between Iago, Montana, and Othello, Othello
wants Desdemona to go to their bedroom because women “never come into the place where men
assembled together” (Grimstone 949), and Othello tries to protect his harem while pushing
Desdemona to the their private haremlik space:
DESDEMONA: What is the matter, dear?
OTHELLO: All’s well now, sweeting.
Come away, to bed.
........................
Come, Desdemona. ‘Tis the soldier’s life
To have their balmy slumbers waked with strife. 115 (2.3.235-240)
In this scene, Othello symbolically separates Desdemona from others. He does not want
her to be present among other men. Therefore, he puts Desdemona under his protection. In short,
he “haremizes” the space. Asli Sancar says that “The term harem in one of respect and is
redolent of religious purity and honor, and evocative of the requisite obeisance” (45). Othello
turns their private interior space into a haremlik. 116 In the Western imagination, harem could
symbolize a place where women have restrained lives: “enclosed in harems, unavailable to view,
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Stage directions show us that Othello is showing Desdemona the way to their room.
“Haremlik was the part of the Ottoman houses where husband lived with his wife and children” (Sancar 47).
Othello wants to keep other males at selamlik which means “the room or rooms where the man of the house received
male visitor” (Sancar 47). Othello does not want Desdemona to be seen by other males. He does not want them to
meet Desdemona. As a result, every time Desdemona goes out, he tries to take her back in.
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they lived in a place where women’s desires—whether real or not— were always veiled”
(Lowenthal 124). 117 Othello limits Desdemona’s life; she is not permitted to go and see what is
outside of the citadel, or her harem. Nabil Matar noted that men in countries such as Africa,
Italy, Asia, and Turkey “keep their wives away from all communication with men” (54). By
turning his own bedroom into a metaphorical harem, Othello creates his own private area and
aims to protect his harem.
The harem signifies privacy and the forbidden. 118 Othello veils Desdemona’s personality
by putting her inside the citadel all the time. The veiling here is also very metaphorical. Othello
metaphorically veils and covers Desdemona by always pushing her to her haremlik space where
she has no connection with the outer world in general and with any other men in specific. Asli
Sancar states that “the word harem also designates the living quarters of females in a domestic
residence and the woman living in there as well” (45). In Cyprus, which was under Ottoman
control, most Muslim women were in veil to desexualize themselves. Othello desexualizes
Desdemona by not literally but metaphorically veiling her. He imprisons her in the citadel and
thus makes her “anonymous to individual identity” (Zilfi 73). Desdemona does not cover all her
body like the Turkish women mentioned and depicted in previous chapters, and she does not use
a veil to cover her hair, but metaphorically she is veiled by Othello and turned, metaphorically,
into a Muslim women living in a harem.
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However, on the other hand, mothers of Sultans had extreme powers in the harem. They chose the girl who
would bed Sultan. The harem for sultans’ mothers or sisters was a place where they were “remarkably powerful or
remarkably vulnerable” (Lowenthal 125). The mothers of the sultans were the real and absolute powers behind the
throne.
118
“Early modern privacy was construed in multiple ways: it might describe what happens in a bedroom or what
happens between two lovers; it could be a site or what Sasha Roberts calls a ‘controlling idea’” (Abate 5).
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Protecting one’s harem was very important for the Ottoman sultans and men. Othello
follows in the footsteps of his ancestors 119 and does not allow Desdemona to be available to any
other man’s sight. He does not want any other men to be physically present in his haremized
space. 120 Thus, Desdemona symbolically turns into a Muslim woman who needs to be protected
and segregated from the presence of other men. When writing Othello, Shakespeare might have
read Knolles’s books and travel narratives in order to give Othello’s character a tinge of
Turkishness. In addition, he might have read the Qur’an and some of Prophet Mohammed’s
hadiths to portray the relationship between Othello and Desdemona. The separation of Turkish
women from public spaces where men were dominant was very common in the Ottoman Empire.
That is why in the Sultan’s palace and normal houses there were haremlik and selamlik parts.
Men and women stayed in separated rooms and did not come together, as is also stated in the
Qur’an. The idea is that Muslim women and any other Muslim/non-Muslim men are not to be
together in the same environment: “when he arrived at the watering (place) in Madyan, he found
there a group of men watering (their flocks), and besides them he found two women who were
keeping back (their flocks). He said: ‘what is the matter with you?’” (Kassas/The Narrations 2823). Remarkably, this is as explicit as the Qur’an is about men and women intermingling in
public. Thus, Othello’s Turkish identity urges him to separate Desdemona from other men’s
presence.
Shakespeare might have been well aware of this separation and the norms in Ottoman
society, so that when he crafted Othello, he took all this into consideration. In the play, after they

119
Othello’s family is known to be from Egypt and Egypt was under Turkish control as well. His family roots have
some Turkish and African roots and all these places were under Turkish occupation. Again, geographies affect
people’s perceptions, receptions, and characters. Othello’s diverse background contributes to his “turned Turk”
identity, and he acts accordingly in the geography he living in.
120
Richard Knolles describes a similar narrative of a Turkish sultans’ jealousy and his suffering non-Muslim wife.
Shakespeare might have read Knolles’ book and constructed Othello’s jealousy as a part of his Turkishness.
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move to Cyprus, Desdemona metaphorically starts to represent the characteristics of a Turkish
woman and Othello turns Turk. As a result of the all the social strictures in Ottoman society,
Turkish society attempts to shape an ideal woman who is chaste and unapproachable, and
according to Othello, Desdemona should follow these rules as a metaphorically converted
Muslim Turkish woman.
She should also prevent herself from talking with other men, but in Act 3, Scene 3,
Desdemona trespasses her boundaries when she appears in the citadel’s garden with Cassio. 121
As Othello believes he has his own harem and rules in the citadel, he cannot accept the idea that
his wife is seeing Cassio, who is violating the social norms and harem rules. The more Iago
poisons Othello about the violation of his bedchamber and marriage, the more aggressive Othello
becomes. Desdemona’s tragic desire to help Cassio conflicts with the new territorial
limitations. 122 Desdemona is not in Venice anymore; she is married to Othello, and she should
know her limitations as a married woman:
DESDEMONA: Be thou assur’d (good Cassio) I will do
All my abilities in thy behalf.
EMILIA: Good Madam, do:
I warrant it grieves my husband,
As if the cause were his.
DESDEMONA: Oh that’s an honest fellow: Do not double Cassio
But I will have my Lord, and you again
As friendly as you were.
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In the Arden edition, Norton Edition, the stage directions highlight that the location is citadel’s garden in Act 3,
Scene 3.
122
Her tragedy is the conflict between her role as agent and as submissive. She thinks she is doing the right thing by
helping Cassio, but that is going to be tragedy itself.
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CASSIO: Bounteous madam,
Whatever shall become Michael Cassio,
He’s never anything but your true servant. (3.3. 19-30)
Like many tragic heroines, she thinks she is doing good by helping Cassio, but her own
agency—she would help him again if she could—causes her downfall. When Cassio starts to
appear more with Desdemona in the citadel, Iago reverses the friendship between them and starts
poisoning Othello. Hall says that as “Iago carries on the battle between infidel and Christian on a
psychological level by attacking Othello’s faith in Desdemona, he destroys Othello as a moral
human being” (31). Othello cannot see the plan Iago plots against them because they are trapped
in a “wild setting” (Hall 30). Additionally, Michael Neill points out “how well the cramping
confines of a besieged citadel lend themselves to the vicious psychological circumcision
engineered by Iago” (31). Desdemona’s problem is confounded in Cyprus because Othello “turns
Turk” psychically and mentally in this Turkish setting, and as Virginia Vaughan points out, he
becomes jealous to see Desdemona with any other men except Iago. 123
When Othello sees Cassio, who is a threat to his harem, he becomes jealous, because
Cassio should not be in the citadel, in Othello’s protected space. Cassio represents the male
threat because Othello’s citadel can be considered as urban space. In Cyprus and Ottoman lands,
urban spaces were identified with masculinity. In other words, men were marking territories
while they were around. That is the reason why Othello feels uncomfortable when Cassio is
around his wife. Othello is the only male figure marking his own territory in his own harem like
citadel:
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Iago is an exception because in the harem, only the right hands of the Sultan or eunuchs are allowed to speak to
women. Iago represents Othello’s best friend, so he is allowed to speak to Desdemona. He is an exception, yet we do
not know if he has a deficiency or disability to represent the eunuch in the play.
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OTHELLO: Was not that Cassio parted form my wife?
IAGO: Cassio my Lord? No sure, I cannot think it
That he would steal away so guilty-like,
Seeing your coming.
OTHELLO: I do believe ‘twas he. (3.3.32-36)
When Cassio is around, Othello is disturbed by the violation of his harem, because not
only does he suspect a love affair between Desdemona and Cassio, but it is also his duty to
destroy any threat to his harem. Desdemona cannot see another man in the garden, in her home
in Cyprus. She is married and she is in a new territory. She needs to protect her boundaries in
Cyprus, which is under Turkish control, by not seeing to any other men more closely than
Othello. However, she was able to see other men in her father’s house in Venice. She was freer
in Venice, which was not a Turkish territory. But as Joan Hall says in Othello: A Guide to the
Play, “In Cyprus, however, Desdemona becomes more isolated and vulnerable” (17). This
difference marks the change in Desdemona’s growing submissiveness. She symbolically
becomes a Muslim woman. Desdemona’s interference with another man violates Islamic
marriage ideology.
In In the House of the Law, Judith Tucker claims that a Muslim woman should obey what
her husband orders. She should keep herself in her privacy. She should not display her body to
another man. She should not talk to any other man but her husband (123). Their space in Cyprus
is male constructed. Othello, by creating a harem, follows the Qur’anic ideal of a submissive
woman: Desdemona should not talk to another man and should not be in the presence of another
man. She is imprisoned in a castle.
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Another important moment in the play marking the change in Desdemona’s character as a
Muslim woman is the handkerchief scene. This scene also highlights Othello’s growing
Turkishness as well as his growing jealousy. Iago starts poisoning Othello with the seeds of
jealousy. It is because “jealousy is so foreign a thing to his whole splendid nature that once
entered it can wreak such awful havoc” (Mackenzie 246). Othello and his jealousy become so
inextricable bound that it is impossible to see a scene where Othello is not angry or aggressive.
Virginia Vaughan writes that, “If Othello is not Venetian, he must perforce be Turkish. His
transformation into Turk” continues “when he tells Desdemona that an Egyptian charmer gave
his father the missing handkerchief” (32-33). By highlighting that Othello’s parents lived in
Egypt, Shakespeare might have wanted to emphasize the Islamic and Turkish background of
Othello. The Ottoman Empire took Egypt in 1517 and started to dominate it through “law codes
known as kanunname” (Hathaway 48). 124 In The Arab Lands under Ottoman Rule, 1516-1800,
Jane Hathaway asserts that:
The kanunname of Egypt, for example, is made up of several chapters, or divisions,
explaining the administrative hierarchy: the governor of Egypt, the subprovinces and
their administrators, the regiment of Ottoman soldiery stationed in the province and,
most importantly, the different kinds of taxes for which the province is liable. The
kannunname of Egypt was promulgated in 1525 by Ibrahim Pasha, the Grand Vizier
of Sultan Süleyman. (48-49)
Considering that Egypt was under the Ottoman Empire’s domination, the handkerchief
from Egypt stands as a symbol of Othello’s and his parents’ Islamic identity. The handkerchief
shows Othello’s loyalty to his past because when he gives the handkerchief to Desdemona, it
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“These law codes known as a Kanunname, literally, ‘book of law,’ kanun (from the Greek canon) refers to law
formulated by the sultan or his representatives” (Hathaway 48).
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marks his “alienation from Venetian culture” (Vaughan 33). Thus, he symbolically becomes a
Turk. He wants Desdemona to protect the honor of his family. The handkerchief symbolizes the
chastity and honor of their marriage. Yet in Act 3, Scene 3, Desdemona brings the
handkerchief 125 into the garden and drops it. This shows the violated interiority and violated
chastity of Desdemona and her marriage:
OTHELLO: Your napkin is too little
[He puts the napkin from him. It drops.]
Let it alone. Come. I’ll go in with you. (3.3.289-291)
Othello takes Desdemona back in every time she is out of the citadel. In Act 2, Scene 3,
Othello tries to take her back to their chamber, to their private interior space, when she is among
other men and out of her chamber:
DESDEMONA: What is the matter, dear?
OTHELLO: All’s well now, sweeting.
Come away to bed. (2.3.235-236)
In Act 3, Scene 3, Desdemona is in the citadel’s garden with Cassio and Emilia. When
she walks with Emilia, later, Othello comes and wants to take her back in the citadel:
OTHELLO: Your napkin is too little
Let it alone. Come, I’ll go in with you. 126 (3.3.292-294)
He takes her back to their bedroom (interior space) and her privacy to prevent her
interference with another man, Cassio. When she trespasses her boundaries, Othello tries to take
her back into the citadel where he “haremizes” her. Gradually, Desdemona becomes more
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The handkerchief is an important symbol in Ottoman culture. It symbolizes a woman’s choice. If a woman drops
her handkerchief in front of a man that means she chooses him to start a courtly love. Othello thinks Desdemona
gave her handkerchief to Iago and thus violated their marriage.
126
Stage directions show that Othello always guides and leads Desdemona back to their private chamber.
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submissive when Othello’s jealousy grows. He even starts using unpleasant words against
Desdemona, highlighting Desdemona’s growing submissiveness as a Muslim woman and
Othello’s symbolically turning Turk. 127 Although Othello accuses her of adultery, Emilia
questions if adultery is a crime if performed by women: “the ills we do their ills instruct us to
do” (4.3.15). The scene where Emilia and Desdemona talk about adultery is very important,
because when Desdemona is treated like an adulteress woman, she points out that monogamy is
important:
DESDEMONA: Dost thou in conscience think (tell me Emilia)
That there be women do abuse their husbands
In such a gross kind?
EMILIA: There be some such, no question.
DESDEMONA: Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?
EMILIA: Why, would not you?
DESDEMONA: No, by this heavenly light.
EMILIA: Nor I neither, by this heavenly light:
I might do’t as well i’th’dark.
DESDEMONA: Wouldst thou do such a deed for all the world?
EMILIA: The world’s a huge thing:
It is a great price for a small vice. (4.31-14)
Desdemona is monogamous and she does not even want to hear when Emilia talks about
adultery. It is important to note here that Desdemona asks Emilia if would cheat on her husband
or not twice, and Emilia only gives a vague, joking reply. Desdemona is questioning the reason
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“The expression ‘to Turn Turk’ dated from fourteenth century; it could mean to turn into an inhabitant of Turkey,
or to become a Muslim” (Vaughan 31).
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for adultery and trying to understand the reason behind it. But although she is not adulterous and
thinks adultery is wrong, in Othello’s eyes she is already violating the marriage and having an
affair with another man. It is also very interesting to note that before this conversation in the
same scene, Desdemona tells Emilia that Othello “commands” her to go to bed. She says:
DESDEMONA: He says he will return incontinent,
And hath commanded me to go to bed,
And bid me to dismiss you.
EMILIA: Dismiss me
DESDEMONA: It was his bidding: therefore good Emilia,
Give me my nightly wearing, and adieu.
We must not now displease him.
EMILIA: Ay, would you had never seen him.
DESDEMONA: So would not I: my love doth so approve him,
That even his stubbornness, his checks, his frowns,
(Prithee unpin me) have race and favour. (4.3.12-23)
In this scene Desdemona refers to the change in Othello’s character. As well as the
audience, she know that he has become more aggressive and stubborn and that he is not happy
with Desdemona. He frowns and does not talk to her anymore and she is afraid to dismiss his
commands; she acts and behaves as he commands her. It is very clear that Desdemona is not
happy with Othello’s changing character and she knows that this is going to affect her marriage.
Following this conversation, in the same scene, Desdemona tells Emilia to put her in the same
white sheets if she dies early. 128 Before their conversation on adultery, Desdemona says, “If I do
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die before, prithee shroud me / In one of these same sheets” (4.3.27-28). Desdemona is well
aware of the changes in Othello’s character after they move to Cyprus, and she talks as if she
feels what is approaching her in the end. She is aware that Othello becomes more aggressive and
violent and he is not the passionate man she met in Venice. Othello’s unhindered jealousy causes
him to turn Turk and become more cruel towards Desdemona. In the same act, Othello’s cruelty
makes him act like a tyrannical Turk who commands his wife to go to bed and not to be around.
When Lodovicio is with them in Act 4, Scene 3, Othello commands Desdemona to disappear and
not be in the same room with Lodovicio, as he is an outsider and violates his harem:
Enter Lodovicio, Othello, Emilia, Desdemona and Attendants 129
LODOVICIO: Madam, good night: I humbly thank your Ladyship.
DESDEMONA: Your Honour is most welcome.
OTHELLO: Will you walk Sir? Oh Desdemona.
DESDEMONA: My Lord.
OTHELLO: Get you to bed on th’instant, I will be return’d
forthwith: dismiss your attendant there: look’t be done. (4.3.32-38)
Exit Othello, Lodovicio and Attendants. 130
Othello had not known that Desdemona was present in the room with Lodovicio and he is
surprised to see her. That is why Othello and Desdemona greet each other in this scene and
Othello commands her to go to bed. According to Othello, Desdemona is violating the harem
rules while being present when other men are around. That is why he wants her to go to their
private room, their so-called harem, and Desdemona obeys her “Lord’s” command and goes.
Desdemona represents the harem woman here: first, she is not allowed to be present with other
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men; second, she is commanded to go to her chamber and not to show her face or body. She is
forbidden to be in the presence of other men other than her husband, Othello.
Virginia Vaughan says that to turn Turk could mean to be a Muslim “or in a third sense,
to be a cruel, rigorous, tyrannical man; anyone behaving as a barbarian or savage; one who treats
his wife hardly; a bad-tempered or unmanageable man” (31). In this sense, Othello turns Turk.
His growing jealousy towards Desdemona turns him into a bad-tempered man, and his bad
temper affects his treatment of Desdemona. When Iago gets the fallen handkerchief, he gives it
to Othello by saying that he had seen the handkerchief in Cassio’s hands. Thus, Othello’s
uncontrollable anger shows up: “Villain, be sure thou prove my Love a whore” (3.3.18-19); “I
will tear her all to pieces” (3.3.30); “Oh, blood, blood, blood” (3.3.18); “even so my bloody
thoughts, with violent pace / shall never look back” (3.3.25); and, “Damn her, damn her”
(3.3.14). Calderwood says that “if Desdemona is the whore who married with Othello, then wife
was merely a mask she wore. Her real identity is defined by her mystery” (107). At this point,
when he addresses her as whore, Othello sees Desdemona’s insubordination as a threat to their
family, and, as Vitkus puts it:
Othello’s loss of identity is caused by his misidentifications of Iago, Cassio, and
Desdemona, the Moor fails to know Desdemona and she is converted in his mind
from virgin to whore. His fear of female sexual instability is linked in the play to
racial and cultural anxieties about ‘Turning Turk’—the fear of a ‘black’ planet that
gripped the Europeans in the early modern era as they faced the expansion of
Ottoman power. (79)
As I mentioned earlier, travel narratives about Turkish women were about how they tend
to cheat on their husbands when their husbands were on the battlefield or when they were
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abroad. Robert Wither’s description of Ottoman women is very close to how Desdemona is
perceived by Othello in the play. As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, Robert Wither says that
it was easy for Ottoman women to cheat on their husbands when they were away; they cover
their faces and pretend that they are going to the Turkish bath, but they go and entertain other
men instead. In Desdemona’s case, Othello thinks she cheats on him with Cassio when he is
away, so Desdemona represents the characteristics of a Turkish woman here. According to
Othello, Desdemona looks very naïve and innocent; however, she is dangerous and an adulterer,
and in the end she is converted from chaste woman to whore in Othello’s mind.
Robert Heilman comments on this situation by saying, “The most conspicuous irony is
Othello’s thinking Iago is ‘honest’ and Desdemona is not ‘honest’” (46). As a result, he behaves
like a bad-tempered cruel Turk who treats his wife hardly; he tries to “discipline” Desdemona,
but when he understands that he cannot, he kills her (Lowenthal 5). Othello as a “Turn Turk”
hereby shows that he cannot accept his wife’s disloyalty. According to Othello, Desdemona as a
representative of Muslim women should protect her honor. However, she could not. Othello
should punish her to protect his own honor as a Turk because his harem is violated. His Turkish
manners are obvious when he says:
OTHELLO: This argues fruitfulness, and liberal heart:
Hot, hot, and moist. This hand of yours requires
A sequester from liberty: fasting and prayer,
Much castigation, exercise devout,
For here’s a young, and sweating devil here
That commonly rebels: ‘This a good hand,
A frank one (3.4.5-11)
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Othello wants Desdemona to pray and purify herself like a Muslim woman who has
committed a sin. Desdemona’s submissiveness causes her to accept Othello’s words. She says,
“You may (indeed) say so” (3.4.12). However, in the end Othello’s jealousy leads him to kill
Desdemona because he does not trust her anymore and finds her “incomprehensible” (Mackenzie
246). Desdemona has been the “principle objective of ritual punishment” 131 and Othello kills her
(Callaghan 88). 132 Although there are many different ways of punishing a woman—most of
which make use of beating implements, such as “ stick, staff, rod, cane, pole, pike, truncheon,
club, bat, paddle, cudgel, and bludgeon” 133—Othello chokes Desdemona with a pillow. He did
not want to punish her temporarily, so he punished her forever (Zilfi 74). Desdemona’s death
also highlights her representation as a Muslim woman. She cannot resist Othello when he
strangles her with a pillow, and she was aware of this possibility when she told Emilia to shroud
her body in the same sheets in Act 4, Scene 3. Othello subordinates her once more by using the
pillow to kill her; he loves her, which is why he might not want to spill her blood. He is
considered as a high status man in the Venetian army, and even as one who is seen to have
turned Turk, he maintains his status in the society. In the Ottoman Empire, when an upper class
person is murdered, he or she is strangled because, as a cultural rule, upper class people’s blood
should not be dropped. Desdemona’s murder is very similar to the murder of an upper class
Turkish woman, which shows us that she is being represented as a Turkish woman. Othello

131

In her book Shakespeare without Women, Dympna Callaghan claims that “Bianca displaces Desdemona, who,
because Desdemona “has made an improper marriage, would be the proper objects of ritual subjection” (89).
132
“The emotional notes of the scenes take in all the major elements in the play’s catastrophe—Iago’s hatred of
Cassio and Othello, Roderigo’s petulant jealousy that makes him the other’s useful dupe and tool, the racial
strangerhood of Othello, mistrust of Desdemona by a man who has trusted her but find her incomprehensible”
(Mackenzie 246).
133
Turkish translations: “asa, cub, Dayak, degnek, sopa, sirik, falaka, cubuk, comak, matrak, tomak, topuz” (Zilfi
74).
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silences her; she cannot even scream. At the end of the play he accepts that he has turned Turk,
that he becomes the cruel Turk:
OTHELLO: Set you down this:
And say besides, that in Aleppo once,
Where a malignant, and a turban’d Turk
Beat a Venetian, and traduc’d the state,
I took by the throat the circumcised dog,
And smooth him, thus (5.2.30-35)
Christopher Baker asserts that “ the problematical nature of Othello’s deepest cultural and
religious identity is raised in his final speech, in which, the conflict of civilizations reemerges in
his identification with the exotic non-European, non-Christian world” (81). Othello accepts that
he turns Turk at the end of the play by killing Desdemona. Elliot claims that “a last figure is to
be incorporated: the Othello who punished himself” (234). Othello might have claimed that he is
one of the circumcised Turks who killed his wife. Christopher Baker states that “in an irony that
blends the play’s religious issues with radical and ethnic concerns, Othello’s misguided rage
against his wife would have aroused for Shakespeare’s audience stereotypical ideas about the
supposedly ungovernable emotions of Africans, Muslims, and other foreigners” (81). Othello not
only kills himself, he also kills the “‘Turk’ who murdered Desdemona and who thereby insulted
the state” (Elliot 234).
Othello wants to protect Desdemona; he haremizes her. Unfortunately, he is unable to
protect his harem. Daniel Vitkus says, “Othello’s love and faith in Desdemona are turned to
hate” (84). Thus, he kills her. Additionally, Paul Rycaut writes that “The state of marriage is
accounted both honorable and holy amongst the Turks” (288). Othello believes that their
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marriage is not “honorable and loyal” anymore (Rycaut 288). He believes that Desdemona fails
to protect her chastity and that she deserves to die because she “turn’d to folly: and she was a
whore” (5.2.27). Othello thinks she is a whore because:
OTHELLO: Sir, she can turn and turn: and yet go on
And turn again. And, she can weep, Sir, weep (4.1.28-30)
According to Othello, as a married woman Desdemona trespasses her boundaries. She is
always on the move. She is always in and out with some other men. The Qur’an advises
husbands to keep women at home until death or to find a solution. “If any of your women are
guilty of lewdness, take the evidence of four (reliable) witnesses from amongst you against them;
and if they testify, confine them to houses until death do claim them, or Allah ordain for them
(other) way” (Nisa/Women 15). There is no punishment by death for adulterous men. The
Qur’an attempts to shape an ideal woman by drawing her as submissive, loyal, silent, and
covered. Women are put under a husband and father’s domination. According to Othello,
Desdemona is not able to fulfill these characteristics and deserves to be punished, and this
punishment represents the Turkish norms as they reside in Turkish territory.
Othello always tries to take Desdemona back to her interior space, but she goes outside
the citadel and interior space again and again. Thus, as Vitkus claims, Othello stops her
movements in and out of the citadel by killing her (84). Vitkus also states, “Othello presents
himself as an agent of divine retribution and male honor who is forced to enact a terrible but
righteous punishment” (99). After killing Desdemona, Othello says, “Hah! No more moving?
Still as the grave?” (5.2.14-15). He stops her movements. He silences her. Vitkus says, “To kill
Desdemona is to put a stop to the image of perpetual sexual motion” (84). James Calderwood’s
explanation of the murder scene is noteworthy. He says, “In the murder Scene Othello attempts
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to play the role of Christian priest by calling on Desdemona to repeat her sins, and hence to
abolish time and drive out the alien evil. He suppresses the Turk in himself in an effort to
exorcise the Turk he imagines lurking his wife’s soul” (111). By killing submissive Desdemona
cruelly, he ironically symbolizes the fearful, “malignant and . . . turban’d Turk” (5.2.31).
Going back to the beginnings of the play, we see that Othello cannot control his emotions
in Cyprus; the geography he resides in affects his personality. When he was at Venice, “he was
very sure that emotions would not interfere with his powers of seeing; love would not “seel with
wanton dullness / My speculative and offic’d instruments” (1.3.270-271) (Heilman 58). After a
few lines, Brabantio warns him, reminding him to “Look to her, Moor, if thou hast eyes to see. /
She has deceiv’d her father, and may thee” (1.3.293-94). In Venice Othello does not believe that
she can deceive him, but when they change spaces, he does not think rationally any more. The
transformation from Venice to Cyprus, from Christian to Turn Turk, is reflected in Othello’s
character. Vitkus asserts that “The transformation of Othello, the ‘Moor of Venice,’ from a
virtuous lover and Christian soldier to an enraged murderer may be read in the context of early
modern conversion, or ‘turning,’ with particular attention to the sense of conversion as a sensual,
sexual transgression” (84). Because of this transformation, his emotions control him since, as
was highlighted earlier in the traveler narratives, Ottoman Turks were a very emotional and
sensual people.
To conclude, Shakespeare might have constructed the reality of his dramatic tale about a
Muslim woman and man by using Knolles’s book and the stories in it. The relationship between
Knolles’s stories and Shakespeare’s Othello highlights that Shakespeare takes an Orientalist
stand regarding fearful Turks and submissive Muslim woman. Vaughan states that “In
Shakespeare’s day, the Eastern Other—the Turk—was not only transformed but demonized as
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well in a European frenzy of fear and hatred that indicate just how threatened the West really
felt” (23). Othello represents the fearful Turk as his jealousy grows. The more he becomes
jealous, the more he becomes uncontrollable like Turks. Desdemona’s representation as
“enslaved Muslim woman” starts when Othello gradually transforms into a Turk and becomes
demonized enough to kill her (Andrea 80). “During Cyprus scenes, Desdemona’s very
strengths—courageous loyalty, frankness in speaking ‘stoutly,’ and unworldly innocence—are
disastrously misconstrued by Othello” (Hall 71). The geographical change affects Desdemona’s
and Othello’s characters, and they become the representatives of the people of the geography
they have moved to—the Turks.
Knolles’s book and stories might have affected Shakespeare’s understanding of Turks.
His depiction of malignant and bad-tempered Othello leads Desdemona to be a submissive
Muslim woman. Vitkus says that:
Shakespeare’s play, like the culture that produced it, exhibits a conflation of various
tropes of conversion—transformations from Christians to Turk, from virgin to
whore, from good to evil, and from gracious virtue to black damnation, . . .
Shakespeare’s Othello draws on early modern anxieties about Ottoman aggression
and links them to a larger network of moral, sexual, and religious uncertainty that
touched English Protestants directly. In part, the idea of conversion that terrified and
titillated Shakespeare’s audience was a fear of the loss of both essence and identity
in a world of ontological, ecclesiastical, and political instability. (78)
Since The Globe was the locus of information about the world and other societies, the
depiction of Desdemona as a submissive Oriental Muslim woman was well received by the
audience and helped to promote a negative collective unconscious about Eastern societies in
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general and Turks in particular. By representing Othello as a “Turn Turk” and the citadel in
Cyprus as a Harem, Shakespeare creates a typical representation of Muslim women in his
representation of Desdemona.
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CHAPTER 6.

CONCLUSION

The phrase “ethnocentric worldview” means seeing one’s own ethnic group as superior to
others. In other words, it means creating a collective unconscious about exterior communities.
Peter Northouse explains in Leadership: Theory and Practice that ethnocentrism is putting one’s
ethnic group or community (ethnic, national, or cultural) at the center after observing other
cultures (303). Observing other cultures, interacting with them, and thus learning about them
might produce negative and positive outcomes. Interacting with other ethnic groups and
comparing them to one’s own identity is not a millennial characteristic. “Conceptualization and
cultural symbols differed from one culture to another” because the norms of each society is
different, expectations are different, social discourses are different, and shared memories are
different (Sonbol xvii). These all contribute to the creation of (imaginary) characters. People
have always interacted with people from different races, religions, and cultures. Cross-cultural
encounters always help a people define their own identities.
Cross-cultural encounters were specifically important in medieval and sixteenth-century
Europe. Active trade routes in the Mediterranean were always an interest for most of the
merchants. Nabil Matar says that “From the Elizabethan period on, traders from Britain could no
longer exclude Muslims from their commercial outreach any more than English, Welsh, Cornish
pirates and privateers could resist attacking ships in the Mediterranean basin” (13). Merchants
were not the only ones traveling throughout the Mediterranean; caravansaries, pilgrims, and
travelers such as Richard Hakluyt, Rycaut, and Richard Knolles traveled through the
Mediterranean and learned a lot about other cultures. These travelers talked to captives, read
other captives’ letters, kept journals, and shared their experiences and perspectives with their
people. The representation of the East in Western imagination and discourse is the result of these
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travel accounts. “Imagined histories” and characteristics of the East have always been a subject
to debate and write about (Sonbol xvii).
These travel narratives and accounts of travelers are all different from each other in terms
of the knowledge they deliver and the purpose they carry. Narrators’ depictions, perceptions, and
receptions of a culture create a shared collective consciousness against the targeted culture. In
medieval texts, representations of Turkish men and women were very negative. Starting with
Shakespeare these negative portrayals started to change: women are represented both as
submissive and uncontrollable. It is important to quote Denise Spellberg here. She says, “The
medieval debate about gender in the Islamic world holds key symbolic and practical import for
those individuals who would understand the religio-political ramifications of the modern history
of Muslim women” (12).
Asli Cirakman says, “In the medieval period the Orient and Islam came to symbolize
terror, devastation, and barbarism” (14). As the church started losing power and lost its control
over Christian Europe, the medieval perception of Turkish men and women started to change
with the new age: the Renaissance. With the rise of the Renaissance, travel narratives started to
emerge. The rise of travel narratives as a genre contributed to the understanding of people’s
perceptions of other cultures. The travel narratives of Richard Knolles, Richard Hakluyt, John
Fox, William Okeley, and many others include the first-hand personal experiences and
encounters with Muslims in general and Turks in particular. Based on these experiences, Turkish
culture and seraglio are understood as another world entirely. Their stories of encounters with
Turks encouraged the inclusion of stereotypical, exploitative Oriental themes of an enchanted
seraglio life, exotic sultans and princess, lustful Turkish women, and barbaric Turks among the
subjects being debated and written about in the West. Phillip Massinger, Robert Greene, Robert
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Daborne, and William Shakespeare are among the playwrights who used the information in these
travel narratives as source material for their plays, characters, and settings.
Along with his contemporaries, Shakespeare decided to craft his main male character,
Othello, as an outsider. It is my argument that Shakespeare read all these travel narratives in the
process of writing his play. For Othello, particularly, he might have read Knolles and Cinthio’s
stories about a Muslim male and Christian lady to create Othello and Desdemona. Vitkus says,
“Othello was written at a time when English commerce in Muslim entrepots such as
Constantinople, Aleppo, Alexandretta, Tunis, Tripoli, and Algiers was expanding rapidly and the
threat of Muslim pirates in the Atlantic and the Mediterranean was on the rise” (82). Like many
captives in Turkish lands, Othello is in Venice as a Turk. Although he is baptized as a Christian,
he is not welcome in Venetian society. In the play, Venetian society represents European ideals.
Although he is married to Desdemona, he is still not appreciated and well received in Western
society. Othello’s personal conversion from Christian norms to Turkish norms happens after they
go to Cyprus. Vitkus claims, “Once Othello gives way to his jealous will and ‘tyrannous hate’ (in
Vitkus 3.3.453), the audience sees him transformed into a version of the Islamic tyrant” (99). In
Cyprus, it is not only Othello’s character that changes; Desdemona gradually turns into a
submissive Turkish woman.
After reading travel accounts and watching Othello and Desdemona’s turning Turk on the
Elizabethan stage, English people might have thought, “what it meant to be a Turk was itself a
disturbingly illusive and unstable identity” (Vitkus). Desdemona’s Turkish identity in harem and
Othello’s turning Turk at the end of the play establishes a “more complicated image of the east”
(McJannet 14). While representing Turks and Turkish imagery, European writers constructed
binary oppositions, such as Christian–infidel and civilized–uncivilized, between English identity
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and the alien Turks. Vitkus points out that “Othello derived much of its anxious suspense and
lurid exoticism from the contemporary perception of Turkish might and from the English
fascination with the perilous Mediterranean world” (79). As the enemy at the gate was displayed
as cruel, beastly, and bloodthirsty, prejudices against the other became unavoidable. In the
sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, churches or theatres were the only places where people
could usually come together. In these places, people used to socialize, share, and help create the
social values of their community. However, the most important features of these two places are
that they were public and it was quite easy to address people in those public areas.
The basic question here is why literary texts preferred to display the other or the alien on
the Elizabethan stage?, or, as Bartels claims, why they preferred to fill the stage up with
“Oriental barbarians, black magicians, African queens and kings, Turks and Jews—shortly the
alien?” (xiii). The answer, no doubt, is quite clear: to create a collective unconscious by staging
the differences between English identity and the barbaric other; to show the differences between
an ideal Christian woman and an unacceptable, defeminized Turkish women. By contrasting
ideal Christian characters to “stereotypical demonization of such figures as the Turk, the Moor,
or the Oriental Barbarian” (Bartels xiv), literary texts and travel narratives created a shared
memory of the other.
Describing the East is not as hard as describing the West. The vocabulary to define a
Western character is quite limited 134 while describing the East is quite easy. With the rise of
travel narratives, many vocabularies were introduced to the West, such as bloodthirsty animals,
scourge of God, infidels, barbarians, merciless, enemy at the gate, fearful, Orient, blackamoor,
Saracen, Oriental barbarians, black magicians, alien, the other, demonic, the scum of men,
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They are always “English, lawful, virtuous, and noble” (Vitkus 27).
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heretic, vicious, exotic, etc. There is a wide range of vocabulary to describe the East. In his
influential work Orientalism, Edward Said says that the Western perception and experience of
the Orient / the East creates misperceptions, “empowering European self-image, and justifying
Western superiority over the east” (Cirakman 8). Demonization of Islam and Turks is the central
in the production of travel narratives and personal encounters with the East, along with the
creation of Western hegemony. According to Cirakman, “For Said, then, the western attitude
towards the Orient is a ‘discourse’ which is internally consistent through an immense variety of
texts and centuries of human history” (35). In the sixteenth century, Francis Bacon described the
Turks as:
Cruell People Without morality, without letters, arts or sciences; a people that can
scarce measure an acre of land or an hour of the day; base and sluttish in building,
diet and the like; and in a word, a very reproach to human society…it is truly said
concerning the Turk, where the Ottoman’s horse sets his foot, people come up very
thin. (39)
Orientalist discourse not only refers to power and hegemony, it also creates an awareness
of geography, politics, intellects, and cultures. Nabil Matar notes that: “Despite numerous
interactions with Turks, Moors, Persians, and Indians, most Britons formed their image of
Muslims in the theatres and churches, while travelers to Europe might well have seen
representations of Muslims in the continental cathedrals with their rich iconography” (27).
Moreover, it should not be so difficult to establish a collective unconscious and create an “alien”
concept in these places.
The reason why theatres had an important role within English society is because “theatres
are very well in adapting, articulating and disseminating foreignness” (Vitkus 29). This is
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because in drama, it is very easy to disfigure, ridicule, and show contrary cultures, attitudes, and
beliefs. In other words, as Vitkus puts it, the theatres took an undeniable role in creating “foreign
action and English (or Christian) reaction” (29). English plays like Othello and wild Turkish
women characters such as Floripas were a mirror image in the “tragic glass in which the English
saw a distorted, fantasmic version of themselves” (Vitkus 65). The Turk on the Elizabethan stage
was a model for the Englishmen of “what to be or do, and what not to be or do” (Vitkus 65).
Turks were conceived as a danger to society because they were seen as beings with no
respect for laws or rules; so by displaying demonized, caricatured Turkish figures, literary texts
“discouraged familiarity” (Fieler 28) between Englishmen and Turks. Thus, while watching
Turks and their bloody actions, Englishmen would be aware of the enemy at the gate. The phobia
of Turks is a result of the Turkish depictions in travel narratives. Shakespeare, like many other
playwrights of the era, read the travelogues and crafted his characters out of these narratives, and
Othello’s Turkishness and Desdemona’s metaphorical conversion to Islam are the outcome of
these travel narratives.
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